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Chapter 1 


Old Lady Mandell 


In a way it had never been any different. Meg had always 
seen social interaction as a kind of dance and herself as a 
clumsy dancer. But once there had been hope. 

At least she had been a pretty woman. Long, brown hair 
cascaded to her waist. Her lean, graceful body supported 
the fashion of the day. At the time it seemed to make up for 
any social awkwardness. 

Buoyed by youthful energy Meg had dared to dream con- 
ventional dreams. In those days she was always sure that just 
around the next corner waited love and the answers to life’s 
mysteries. 

Meg had always known she was one of those people who 
shared too readily, or maybe didn’t share the right things. 
Social climbers irritated her and people who weren’t intellec- 
tually stimulating bored her. She would have liked to relax 
into her emotional right brain with a partner, but for some- 
one to hold even her emotional interest they had to challenge 
the intellect as well. 
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Ultimately Meg thought that she irritated intellectuals 
with her emotions and bored people who were on a quest 
for that emotional high. She had married a sociopath whose 
orientation was only intellectual. During the marriage she 
cooperated as he strove to isolate her, moving from place to 
place, diminishing her achievements. The social thing just 
never jelled. She didn’t know his friends, except for the odd 
disgruntled mistress. He ensured that she didn’t have any. 

But Meg blamed no one. Her fate was not unusual for 
a woman of her generation in her early sixties. People tend 
to accept what is going on around them as normal, and con- 
trolling, abusive men were the norm in her day. 

These days she kept her graying hair cropped close for 
convenience. Youthful, blue eyes sparkled under invisible 
lashes. Though still thin compared to her peers, her body 
had lost its youthful resilience. 

Was it really too late to have a life or did opportunities 
still exist, hidden between society’s cracks? 

Sometime around middle age Meg had started to feel the 
invisibility of older women in Western society. This state 
of affairs arrived along with the tired realization that life 
really wouldnt go on forever. On top of that, everything 
conventional that society offered had a price tag few older 
women could afford. In her age group, the lucky ones who 
had chosen their mates well at least had a crack at comfort. 

Meg hadn’t been one of the lucky ones. The only thing 
in her life worse than a bitter divorce was the marriage that 
spawned it. She had escaped, barely, to find the singles bars 
crowded with wounded fellow escapees who also had enough 
problems of their own. No matter. Her Cinderella complex 
had died years ago. 
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The way to establish oneself on the social plane had also 
changed. Older people no longer wielded the power of good 
looks and were less likely to be blinded by sex appeal. This 
left personality. From that perspective most men and women 
faced each other naked for the first time. It was a clumsy 
dance at best. 

An evening at any singles club, however, made it clear 
that for most people conventional expectations hadn’t changed 
at all. Overall, men still seemed to be looking for the ideal 
mother-cum-wife, without having to pay anything. Meg and 
most women were too tired from years of taking care of peo- 
ple to fall into that role. Women were still at least expected 
to look pretty and they did their best to look younger for the 
men. Many women were hoping that a new alliance might 
help them to avoid poverty or bring nurturing that had been 
missing in former relationships. 

To further complicate things, personalities forged in a 
marriage to someone else brought their own unique quirks 
and expectations to the playing field. 

Dating via the Internet was no better. You found the 
same people with the same need to recreate the past - or 
what they thought it should have been. No one wanted to 
take the time to develop a friendship first. 

Last night Meg dreamed about Mark. It felt good to 
dream about Mark. He was happily married to someone 
else. He was appropriately indifferent to her, but he was 
kind. In the dream he just held her. It was better than real 
life. She woke up feeling strong. Meg made a mental note to 
sleep a lot more. At her age that would be easier said than 
done. 

Meg thought of an elderly woman from her childhood, 
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known in the neighborhood as “old lady Mandell”. Mrs. 
Mandell lived across the road from Meg’s family. One day 
five-year-old Meg was playing in her front yard. Perfect 
ringlets mingled with dirt as she turned every rock to find 
the living treasures underneath. In the doorway across the 
street a wispy woman beaconed to her to come and visit, and 
she went. 

Mrs. Mandell seemed nice enough. She brought out 
cookies and milk and an enormous photo album. Black and 
white pictures of a beautiful, young woman with raven hair 
smiled from its pages. These were Mrs. Mandell’s glory days: 
a vibrant young girl, beautiful bride and beaming young 
mother, caught in time between some ancient pages. Meg 
thought this apparition the most beautiful woman she had 
ever seen. 

But brittle, white hair peeked out from under a broad- 
brimmed hat that Mrs. Mandell kept pulling over her shriv- 
eled face. Mrs. Mandell acted as if she didn’t want to 
be looked at. Prim, bony hands adjusted the folds of an 
old-fashioned lace apron, bought in England before the first 
world war. She kept her immaculate house dark but made 
sure Meg sat by a window where the sunlight would fall on 
the pages of her life. It hadn’t occurred to Meg at the time 
that Mrs. Mandell might not be able to afford electricity. 

Meg liked the old lady, but her parents discouraged her 
from “bothering” Mrs. Mandell again. 

When the old woman died two years later a few relatives 
showed up to claim her things. Her house was quickly rented 
to a welfare family with 14 kids, with whom Meg was not 
allowed to play. 

All these years later Meg found herself thinking about 
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the well-groomed, elderly lady who seldom stepped outside 
her house, and wondering if she would choose that fate for 
herself. Mrs. Mandell had done the social dance better 
than Meg ever would, and played approved social games all 
the way to obscurity. She had tutored her children through 
school, cared for a husband until he died, watched her friends 
die and spent 10 years closed up in her house not bothering 
anyone. 


Meg imagined that it would be easier these days to spend 
all that time alone, with the Internet to take one’s imagina- 
tion across the world from a desk in the bedroom. 


Times had changed but in some ways not that much. 
Most elderly people still struggled with limited pensions and 
poverty, whether or not they were able to retire. These days 
elderly women who weren’t too sick to work had the dubious 
privilege of juggling low-paid part time jobs (a form of slav- 
ery). If their marriage wasn’t too bad, some of them lived 
on their husband’s pension until he died. They worked for 
bosses a fraction of their age who had usually been raised in 
daycares and institutions like schools. Most of these young 
people lacked wisdom and didn’t respect the experience of 
their elders. All that really mattered to them was money. 


Options became fewer as you aged. Most traditional po- 
sitions were entry level anyway. They were offered to young 
people from whom one could anticipate many years of service 
before retirement. If you weren’t already set in life by middle 
age, you’d missed the boat. Hell - many who used to think 
they had it made were finding out that they couldn’t retire. 
As companies closed down making way for new paradigms, 
the retirements for which some people had lived their whole 
lives just didn’t happen. 
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Many women, especially those who still had husbands, 
worked just to get out of the house, if they could. Meg 
had enough do-it-yourself work around the house to keep her 
busy. While no money changed hands it was better than ex- 
changing a month’s worth of her meager earnings for an hour 
of some repair person’s time. The trick would be keeping a 
roof over her head at all. Meg juggled part time contracts 
doing a variety of unrelated things that she just knew she 
could do. 

Some older women took retraining for professions and 
worked as long as their health would hold out. Meg feared 
that route might just leave her son with debts. In a few years 
she could look forward to a laughable pension and (should 
she lose her house) subsidized housing. It wasn’t much of a 
life but at least it wouldn’t cripple her family. 

Or were there unconventional opportunities she just wasn’t 
seeing? The entrepreneurial spirit in Canada appeared to 
have been broken by multinational corporations, leaving lit- 
tle hope even for the youth. If she could think of a good 
idea, would she have the energy to carry it out? 

To test the theory, Meg joined the volunteer board of a 
local organization whose mandate and work she respected. 
Her plan was to regain some of her old skills and learn some 
new ones. Within a year she was being groomed for more 
responsible volunteer work. Two years later Meg was Chair 
of the Board. 

Meg was always amazed at the amount of responsibility 
people were willing to give her as long as she wasn’t being 
paid for it. So now she was the boss of a man who made 
$200,000 per year, while living in poverty herself. When 
he retired, Meg and her board would hire a new Executive 
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Director to carry on the complex work of running the orga- 
nization. 

But if her resume was now to die for, Meg’s age remained 
steadfastly against her. Society expected older women to 
be retired and contributing to society as volunteers anyway. 
Even though most had to support themselves at poverty 
level, the volunteer pool consisted largely of older women 
like herself. The men could be found on golf courses. 
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Chapter 2 


Best Friends 


Shana 


Shana was an aging prostitute, an overweight, bottle blond 
with ideal, if large, figure proportions. At 35, her face was 
still pretty but smoking and drinking habits were rapidly 
causing the skin to age. 

At first Meg found it interesting to know someone that 
open about her exploits. For her part, Shana was happy to 
have a friend with whom she could share even the so-called 
evil things she did. In the beginning, Shana would tell Meg, 

“We’re exactly the same.” 

“Actually,” Meg would retort, “there’s almost nothing 
about us that’s the same, beyond our individual need for 
independence.” 

Shana kept saying, 

“You could find a man. You’re just too fussy.” 

Five years ago Shana had conned Meg into accompanying 
her to a bar, twice. Both times Shana got drunk and picked 
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up men. Meg went home early. The following day Shana 
would recount her sexual adventures to Meg over the phone. 

Meg had not gone anywhere with Shana since their sec- 
ond foray into a bar, but Shana still called almost daily to 
recount sexual adventures, talk about how she planned to 
lose weight and to repeat incessantly some mundane activity 
- the flavor of the week. 

Meg didn’t mind the calls. She half listened on a cordless 
phone while going about her day, or ended the call if it got 
in the way of something she needed to do. She liked Shana 
despite the tedium of most conversations. In the beginning 
she had found Shana’s honesty refreshing. Long ago she had 
stopped looking for something deeper in Shana. 

By now Shana would admit that she and Meg had noth- 
ing in common except that they were both eccentric. 

Meg was more than 20 years Shana’s senior and from 
a completely different world. When Shana was 7 her fa- 
ther killed her mother with a shotgun in the living room. 
It was her 9 year brother who found mom in the morning. 
Of course, Dad went to jail. Shana went to live with her 
father’s sister while her brother would spend the rest of his 
childhood in foster homes. But Shana didn’t fare that much 
better than her brother. Her aunt kept reminding her that 
she only took her in because Shana was her brother’s daugh- 
ter. No one applauded Shana’s successes. No one came to 
her grade 8 graduation. Her father was supposed to get out 
of jail when Shana was 13. As she anticipated his release, he 
hung himself in jail. That’s when Shana hit the streets. 

Years later when Meg met her they were both display- 
ing their art in the local gallery. Shana was married with 
three small children. In the five years that Meg had known 
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her Shana’s life had changed, but Shana had not. The same 
one-sided conversations about Shana’s exploits cycled ’round 
and ’round every time she called Meg. Sometimes the names 
would change. If Meg changed the subject Shana would 
quickly bring the conversation back to her nymphomaniac 
activities - with the same, latest story repeated again and 
again. 

By now Shana had left her abusive husband and he had 
remarried. They usually did. It was a buyer’s market for 
the men and he was still young and cute. Shana’s kids were 
a little older, a little louder. Shana was a little fatter, or so 
she complained ... incessantly. After drinking heavily Shana 
would become suicidal. She also called to share that with 
Meg, along with her wretched loneliness. 

For years Shana had a column in the local newspaper. 
Her spoken grammar belied a wicked talent for writing. But 
her real goal in life, and her first love, was to be a dominatrix. 
Though efforts toward this goal, laced with boasting that 
dominated telephone conversations, bored Meg she did not 
discourage them. 

“T’ve done something different because I’m board-of drink- 
ing. I got a dog. 

“Tt looks like I have a main sub. He works in TV doing 
the technology part and he’s doing major reno.’s on his house 
because it was built improperly. He’s different. He’s dying 
for this kind of thing. I’m getting him to do my grocery 
shopping today. 

“Want to know what I’m getting?” 

“No.” 

Then Meg put away some dishes while Shana rattled off 
everything on her grocery list. 
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“and twinkles for the kids lunches, and a head of let- 
tuce...” 

By now Meg was typing with the phone wedged between 
her ear and shoulder. Shana could hear it through the phone. 

“What are you typing?” 

“A letter to the premier in response to his abysmal treat- 
ment of elderly First Nations people in the north.” 

“Oh. Anyway, I should-’a’-went to the bar last night but 
I quit drinking forever. Every-thing’s boring. 

“Did I tell you I have a new sub?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, he’s total class, just like me.” 

Shana wasn’t picky about her men. She said she was, 
but she wasn’t. She lived fast and hard, rushing from one 
drama to the next, one loser to the next, calling herself classy. 
Shana was never alone for very long and she never stopped 
feeling lonely for a moment. She took dangerous chances 
with strange men. She spoke openly about her death wish. 
Her brother had already died of aids. Maybe Shana wouldn’t 
have to get old either. 

“T’m reading war and Peace. That book is boring. It’s 
like a soap opera full of cotillions and shit. Everyone says 
it’s such a great book and all it is is old. It’s people talking 
behind people’s backs ... and about food and shit like that. 
It’s like an 18th century soap opera. If I wanted to watch a 
soap opera I’d watch one, but they’re boring. I’m on page 
130 of 1350. [ll finish it. I really don’t give a shit about a 
bunch of pompous people but Ill finish it. 

“Did I tell you I got a dog? 

“lve had the whole weekend without kids. The guy I 
was with last night, I might have fucked him a few years ago 
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but I don’t remember. I think I recognized the balls. He had 
really big balls. 


“T wish suicide wasn’t seen as selfish. I wish people would 
say, "Oh, see how that poor person must have suffered.” 


In the end, the dog saved Shana. Rex needed her and 
she needed to be needed. 


Even if the conversation wasn’t always stimulating the 
presence of a friend rattling away at the other end of the 
line sometimes felt comforting to Meg. It could work as long 
as Shana stayed at the other end of the line. 


But Shana had to be given boundaries. Once she sulked 
for a week after Meg asked her not to show up unannounced 
or to enter her house without first making arrangements. 
Arriving home from a hard day at work to find uninvited 
Shana’s mess in the kitchen, and then to have to give up her 
relaxing, solitary time, was a little much for Meg. 


Shana was not a relaxing presence but she was one of the 
few people who still called on Meg. 


This evening Shana was off on some adventure. A fra- 
grant pot of tea scented the warm air in Meg’s kitchen. There 
would be no call from Shana and no noise at all unless Meg 
made it. 


Maybe it was loneliness that they had in common and 
Shana just had more of it. 


Meg closed her eyes. It felt good to stretch and breathe, 
and to know that soon she would have another chance to try 
to escape into sleep. 
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Lila 


The phone rang. It was Lila trying to invite Meg to some 
church propaganda thing. 

Like most of Meg’s friends, Lila had a polarized person- 
ality. Meg thought she was a walking contradiction. She 
was a well educated intellectual, yet dogmatically religious 
- compassionate to the poor, yet right-wing conservative in 
her politics. She wanted to solve people’s problems for them 

. her way. Lila’s home was always open and like many a 
good Canadian she didn’t even lock the door. 

Lila’s house reflected every aspect of her personality, in- 
cluding the confusion such contradictions in ideology must 
have caused her subconscious. Everywhere you looked there 
was art and clutter mingled with Christian propaganda. What 
boggled Meg’s mind was how clean the clutter stayed in com- 
parison to her own sparsely furnished, often dusty home. 

Lila was an artist and former Canadian beauty queen 
who knew how to recognize quality. She had a knack for 
combining purchases from the dollar store and the Salvation 
Army to make herself and all of her friends look moneyed. 
She was always busy in a confused and frenetic kind of way, 
but always had time to hear out a friend, to “help”, to preach. 
Despite their idealogical differences, Lila and Meg had been 
good friends for years. There were a variety of reasons for 
this. For one thing they were both from the East coast. 

Meg noticed that a number of her friends had turned 
out to be Easterners. Even Shana was from Newfoundland. 
There was an openness and sociability about East-coasters 
that was easier for her to relate to. It translated into a kind 
of instant understanding. East- coasters didn’t walk away 
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from one another’s friendliness the way Ontarians did and 
friendship didn’t have to have a purpose. They were more 
likely to overlook Meg’s stray comments, often interpreted by 
others as social ineptness. They bent and flexed and found 
some common ground. 

Meg learned early on not to talk about religion with Lila. 
While she thought she could “speak Christian” as well as 
anyone the conversation didn’t interest her. Unlike Shana, 
Lila demanded a response. 

Meg focused on things she liked about Lila, like her con- 
cern for humanity and a unique way of expanding her knowl- 
edge as long as it didn’t interfere with faith. In the end, as 
a means of reconciling her own righteousness Lila seemed to 
have pronounced Meg an honorary Christian, so to speak. 

“Some people don’t know that they’re a Christian,” she 
announced. 

Both Lila and Shana called Meg their best friend. Shana 
thought that Lila and her husband were opportunists. Well, 
she should know. 

Lately Lila hadn’t been looking as perfectly coiffed as 
usual. Last Friday when Meg came to the door Lila’s long, 
honey-brown hair was hanging in clumps. The $6,000 bond- 
ing job on her front teeth seemed too white against sallow 
skin usually hidden under pancake makeup. An elegant 
housecoat askew over her shoulders revealed the full front 
of a flannel night gown. 

Lila had been spending a lot of time in chat rooms on 
the Internet, mostly trying to convert people to her various 
views. In a recent altercation she got herself kicked out of 
an ultra-conservative medical site. Someone from the site, 
calling himself an ex-chiropractor, immediately befriended 
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her. He told her he’d been kicked off many times under a 
variety of personae. They struck up a friendship that seemed 
to take over Lila’s mental life. In effect, she ran off with the 
site troll. Lila’s husband was too busy to notice but Meg felt 
a subtle distance when they were together. 

Lila’s husband Joe was a good man. Like Lila, he was 
self-possessed and wanted to be noticed. As a man he didn’t 
have to hide this disposition under false modesty like Lila 
did. He took every opportunity to be seen - speaking at the 
church or for any group that would have him. He wasn’t as 
preachy as Lila, and could be quite entertaining. Lately he 
was obsessed with becoming known as an artist. Joe was a 
psychologist by trade, and a good one, but he didn’t value 
that. 

Now Joe and Lila were planning some fancy nativity 
thing in their large back yard. Each person who attended 
would have their own, very friendly, personal indoctrination 
guide. It was another opportunity to convince some lonely, 
vulnerable person that the world was only 6,000 years old. 

Meg blew her off. 

“Thanks for telling me about that, Lila. Dll check my 
calendar and get back to you closer to the time.” 

They both knew she wouldn’t come. 

Meg poured herself a cup of tea. Outside her window 
a humming bird hovered and then disappeared. A gust of 
fragrant air bent the steam rising from her tea cup. At times 
like this it felt better to be alone. She could ignore that 
familiar presence lurking in the recesses of her memory, the 
ghost of Mrs. Mandell. 
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The air was finally starting to smell like autumn. For once 
Meg woke up rested and without a migraine. Usually it 
seemed that either she was up all night going to the bath- 
room or she woke up with a headache. With the aches and 
pains of old age waiting just around the corner, she planned 
to savor every moment of this day. 

Today there were no looming commitments beyond the 
one to evacuate her body, and Meg had nothing planned. 
That was a good start. 

Looking up toward the ceiling, Meg saw that a group of 
lady bugs had returned to winter over in the same fold of 
wallpaper as last year. An industrious spider was already at 
work in the vicinity, preparing to keep the household ecology 
in check. Part of its new web was attached to an Indian drum 
hung on the wall. Though she never played it anymore, Meg 
valued that drum. That spider was going a little too far. 

Meg grabbed her robe, barely missing a lazy stink-bug 
bug that was picking its way across the pink terry. As she 
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flicked the robe at the drum to clear the gossamer strings 
the bug shot across the room, landing in another web. 

“Well, that was a fair trade,” said Meg with a chuckle. 

Then she smiled at her next thought: 

“You're in trouble when the voices in your head are trying 
to reassure you that you’re not crazy.” 

By the time she made it into the kitchen the phone was 
ringing. That could be ignored for a while unless it was 
Shana, in which case it might go on at one-minute inter- 
vals all morning. Lila would leave a message. Telemarketers 
would leave a little time before calling again, unless they 
were the phone company guys from India her ex-husband 
occasionally sicked on her. Then they might call more regu- 
larly to sexually harass her or try to get her involved in some 
fly-by-night business. 

Since her son kept in touch via the Internet, Meg always 
turned on her computer first thing in the morning. 

The phone rang relentlessly. The cats were meowing for 
their morning treat. Meg ignored it all and made her way to 
the office. Pushing aside enough paper to choke a goat, she 
turned on the computer. Then she picked up the phone. 

It was Shana. 

“T met that guy yesterday. What a disappointment.” 

They were all a disappointment, except the ones Shana 
decided to fall in love with for a day. 

“Goddammit, Shana, I asked you to give me some time 
in the morning to get my life together.” 

“It’s 7:00. You said to call you after 7 and I have to leave 
soon.” 

“So, how did it go?” 

“He said I was too fat, but you should have seen him. He 
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was ugly! Why do men always think they’re good looking?” 

“Did he pay you?” 

“Twenty dollars, but I was expecting $220. That’s the 
going rate. At least he didn’t get anything.” 

“Hmmm. Sounds like he was trying to get something for 
nothing.” 

“He said I was fat. I looked great! I looked a lot better 
than him!” 

“T’m sure you did. He probably said that to shake your 
confidence as a way of controlling you so he could get some- 
thing for nothing.” 

“T looked fantastic. I’ve been working at a dick-job and 
it made me lose weight.” 

“You always look good.” 

By now Meg was dividing her attention. The computer 
was booted up and she had email. Shana pressed on. 

“You should relax and swear more.” 

“It’s not when I’m relaxed that I feel like swearing,” Meg 
mumbled absentmindedly. 

“Sometimes you say Goddamn, but you never say the 
word fuck. Why don’t you ever say fuck?” 

“Because it’s overused.” 

“Well, it still helps people to vent.” 

“To swear effectively you have to take into consideration 
the area in which you are swearing. Around here people 
don’t like to take the name of God in vain,” Meg explained. 

“Ts that why you don’t say fuck?” asked Shana. 

Meg was starting to get annoyed. 

“No,” she responded, “Fuck” does nothing for me because 
it’s overused.” 

Shana returned the conversation to the topic of herself. 
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“He said I was fatter than what he was looking for.” 

By now Meg was completely tuned out. There was a 
message from her son who was teaching English in China, 
complete with pictures. In fact, it was almost entirely pic- 
tures. He’d met a girl and he would bring her to Canada 
with him on his next vacation. That could be as early as a 
few months away. 

Meg was sure that the release she felt inside was the same 
one felt by both her mother and ex-mother in law when they 
learned that their children were finally getting married. She 
remembered a glint in the eyes of her alcoholic father in 
law, as he encouraged Meg and her then husband to share 
his addiction. Did the addict see the high of alcohol as a 
gift? Maybe there was some twisted altruism in that kind of 
enabling. Some people make the brief high of youthful love 
their reason to live. What about the larger part of your life, 
when you are neither pretty nor motivated to nest? 

Mothers hate to think of their children all alone in the 
world after they’re gone. Never mind that the union could 
also ruin their precious offspring’s life. At least there was 
a chance that their beloved child would escape a lifetime of 
loneliness. 

Shana’s voice faded back in. 

“He was so ugly! I can’t believe he said I was fat!” 

“My son Joel, in China ... is seeing someone,” Meg said 
softly. 

“T’m probably the best thing he’ll ever find and he said 
I was fat!” Shana continued. 

Meg brought herself back to the present. 

“The guys you meet are questionable. Joal’s bringing his 
girlfriend home in a few months.” 
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“It was so disappointing. I was supposed to make $220. 
I wouldn’t fuck someone like that for less than $220.” 

“So, you didn’t. Joel sent pictures. She’s really cute. ’m 
so happy for them.” 

“T fucked some Chinese guys once. They were very polite. 
They only paid me $60 each, though.” 

“Good for you. I don’t think this girl has ever been out 
of China before. This should be very exciting for her.” 

“Can you believe he said I was fat?” 

Shana ended the call abruptly to answer a call-waiting 
signal from her new sex-talk job. The cats had given up 
and for a moment and the silence was deafening. Meg chose 
a TED science talk to enjoy during breakfast and started 
upstairs to prepare for some down time, but it didn’t last 
long. 

This time it was Lila calling to request a definitive re- 
sponse to her nativity indoctrination session. She was noth- 
ing if not persistent. 

“Then I have to say no. By the way, I just found out that 
Joel is bringing his girlfriend home from China in a month 
or so.” 

“Maybe she’s a Christian. More and more of the Chinese 
are becoming Christians every day. If he likes her a lot your 
son may come home a Christian.” 

Meg doubted it. She knew how persuasive her Atheist son 
could be in an argument, and he would take the time to argue 
about these things. If anything he would have converted the 
girl. 

“You never know. Lila I have to go. I’m still in my 
nightgown. You know what they say. People who use the 
Internet can work naked.” 
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That was it. The morning rush was over. With the 
cats fed, Meg would have a rare day to herself - or not. 
Someone new was coming - someone who mattered to her 
son. That gave her a reason to spiff up the house, or at least 
start planning. She would do most of the work closer to the 
time so as not to waste time re-cleaning things at the end. 
Housework was the one thing that it didn’t pay to finish 
early. 


By no one’s standards was this a typical house. Meg’s 
artwork and experimentation was evident everywhere. Joel 
may have warned his fiancée that his mother was a little 
eccentric, or maybe she would think it was cultural. Even 
if they stayed at a hotel for most of their visit, Meg was far 
enough from the city that at least one night in her rustic 
surroundings would be necessary - and one couldn’t always 
plan around snow storms. 


Comfort could be an issue. This young woman had never 
seen winter and wanted to visit in January. There would have 
to be lots of wood to keep her warm. She might want to buy 
her warmest clothes after arriving in Toronto. Some might 
make good souvenirs. At least Meg and Joel had lots of time 
to plan the visit together over the Internet. 


Meg turned her attention to the dust on top of the old 
fashioned television she never watched. She remembered 
when her parents brought home the first black and white 
TV. She remembered when colour TV was invented and how 
some of the neighbors bought a colour set almost as soon as 
it came on the market. This one was so much more sophisti- 
cated than anything possible in those days. If there weren’t 
so many of them around it would be a collector’s item. In- 
stead it sat dormant in the home of an older woman who 
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couldn’t afford recycling fees, dust thick on its bulk. Meg 
started for a dust cloth and pulled back. “It’s stable; why 
disturb it,” she thought. 

Again she thought of Mrs. Mandell, who kept her home 
perfect all the time like an artistic masterpiece hidden from 
the world. 

Planning could be fun. Doing work that would only need 
to be done again was not. Why live the myth of Sisyphus on 
a day off? 

Meg gazed out through the large picture window of her 
front room. Thick foliage on a large soft-maple obscured her 
view but she thought she saw someone leaving her yard. She 
picked her way past some skids, propped to dry against the 
rail just inside her front door and made a mental note to get 
around to cutting them up for kindling. Then she opened 
the door. 

Brown blotched leaves clung fast to frost-bitten branches 
that overhung the driveway. A recent October snow had 
melted, leaving no trace of footprints. 

’Probably reading the meter,’ she thought. 

For a moment Meg allowed herself to feel lonely. Then 
she reminded herself of the alternatives. 
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Chapter 4 


“Play It Again” 


There was someone for a little while. Sam was a middle 
aged musician who seemed to expect to relive his youthful 
popularity. Meg just thought she’d try again, whatever that 
meant. 

Sam was the first Internet date that had been willing to 
share several conversations over the phone before arranging 
a meeting. His rich, soft voice droned on hypnotically, say- 
ing nothing in particular, but probing to find out what Meg 
liked. A macabre sense of humor that pervaded his email for- 
wards in the beginning gave way to more intellectual humor 
as Sam’s computer program adapted to Meg’s responses. 

At first he said he didn’t have any pictures of himself. 
When he finally emailed one at Meg’s insistence, it was of a 
very young man. 

Tf he still looks ANYTHING like that I’m interested,’ 
Meg thought, but he didn’t. 

Sam was pudgy with pasty skin and red, baggy eyes. His 
face had thickened since the picture was taken, to include 
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squarish jowls. Wispy white hair straggled from his balding 
head. 

“Ym not just looking to get laid,” he said. 

Meg was. And this standard approach to attracting women 
had died with her nesting urge. What she really wanted was 
what Shana might call a fuck buddy, or for Meg, someone 
to at least cuddle with - a friendship that shaded to at least 
some degree into the non-platonic. 

Sam didn’t inspire lust, but who did at their age? She 
rationalized to herself that no one was any prize in the looks 
department at their age. 

But it quickly became clear that Sam was playing to 
a mindset that craved security while looking for someone 
to support him as his wife had done, contradictory as that 
sounded. He seemed to need someone to feel sorry for him, 
someone he could manipulate and control in return for ... 
having a man around. 

Sam told Meg how sick he had been 10 years ago, and 
that his wife seemed to hope he would just die. She was 
beginning to empathize with his wife on some level, but she 
wondered if a person like him could be in her life if she kept 
the boundaries clear. After all, any port in a storm ... 

Sam said he was abused by his mother and seemed to be 
trying to get Meg to make up for his abuse at the hands of 
women. 

When that didn’t work he tried to pretend he was saving 
Meg from some psychological distress - to convince her that 
she was afraid to live alone and needed a man at her house 
at night. 

“Well, ’'m just looking to share what we can share. I 
don’t want to shack up eventually or anything. Keep it light 
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and fluffy,” she told him repeatedly. 

He didn’t listen. It seemed that no one ever heard what 
she said. Sam wrangled and pushed. He reminded Meg that 
he wasn’t bossing her around, as though this obligated her 
to become attached to him. He called every night at her 
bedtime as though it mattered to be her last thought before 
sleep. After a couple of weeks of this he sometimes neglected 
to call at all for a few days. When Meg didn’t seem to notice 
he would start the pattern again. 

It was fun when Sam let her use his musical equipment, 
though, and sometimes when they sang together. Meg had 
never had music lessons, though she had always wanted them, 
but Sam was more interested in showing her up than showing 
her how. Just as she started to get the hang of something 
he would end the session or change the song. She asked for 
music to take home, so that she could practice and really 
sing something well with him. He gave her the music to a 
maudlin song about a woman who was nothing without her 
man. Thereafter he insisted on referring to it as Meg’s song. 

For his part, Sam complained that most of the women 
he met were alcoholics. He said he was looking for a cer- 
tain type of woman and her level of intelligence was not a 
factor. He implied that Meg was being tested against some 
lofty criterion of his. He wanted to behave sexually with her 
in public. He wanted to be seen with her - at first in her 
neighborhood, not his, and later, through his window with 
his arms around her. It all seemed very scripted. 

Sam and Shana were both gold diggers. In the begin- 
ning Shana even proudly shared some of the bootee from 
her dates, with Meg. Sam, on the other hand, was careful 
to avoid Meg’s birthday and any date where a gift may be 
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appropriate. 

Once when Meg visited his grotty little studio, Sam was 
hard at work scanning naked pictures of his ex wife. She 
had asked him to give them back. He he showed a couple of 
them to Meg and then added, 

“My wife had a chair wedged against the knob to keep 
me out of the bedroom at night. That hurt so much!” 

According to Sam, guys died leaving money to their wives. 
He believed that since the women didn’t earn it, he had a 
right to take it from them. Over and over he told Meg., 

“You without money just seems like an oversight.” 

At last he seemed to accept that all Meg. had in the 
world was a little house with a mortgage that she struggled 
to pay. He paused and, affecting a thoughtful air, said, 

“T think your fortunes will change, suddenly and dramat- 
ically ... and I want to be around when that happens!” 

Sam started coming up with mind-numbing, minimum- 
wage, steady jobs which he expected Meg to take. Sam, 
himself, was not working. 

“My wife didn’t have the confidence to apply for promo- 
tions so I encouraged her. That’s why she is where she is 
today.” 

(By Sam’s earlier admission, his wife had left him because 
he wouldn’t support himself and because he kept bossing her 
around.) 

After a while Sam complained that he wouldn’t tolerate 
being used. He tried to make Meg feel guilty for not liking 
him enough. Finally he lamented, 

“After women reach a certain age, you can’t get away 
with anything!” 

Meg’s patience wore thin. She hated the smell and taste 
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of kissing a smoker. He’d lied about this in his ad, too. 
Seeing him became a chore so within a month of meeting 
him she ended it. 

Even after they had not seen one another for months Sam 
contacted Meg from time to time to test the water. 

“My wife and I finally sold the house. Ill have lots of 
money available... So, can I move in?” 

“No.” 

“T’ve never met anyone as honest as you and, frankly, 
someday it’s going to hurt you.” 

“Thanks for the warning, and ... no. 

Eventually he faded out of her life except for an occa- 
sional email to say, “Hi.” 

But Sam didn’t stalk. Meg got the feeling that to him 
she was the equivalent of a sales call. 

She also knew he wouldn’t suffer, despite his complaints 
about a dearth of older women wanting relationships. Sam 
still had a magical presence on stage. Meg was sure that 
some aging teenybopper who still liked hard rock music would 
eventually take him in. 

He was the most interesting man she had found and the 
last one she tried to bring into her life in any way. 

Meg removed herself from the Internet dating site and 
threw herself into creative endeavors instead. Other friends 
who continued their futile search for Mr. Right only con- 
firmed the efficacy of her decision. 

Loneliness while alone was better than feeling lonely with 
other people around. It also felt like a dead end. After all 
these years Meg was sometimes still haunted by the crav- 
ings for that odd addiction which most call love. Trying to 
find it in places where there was no personal compatibility 
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was futile. Trying to find it at all seemed counterproduc- 
tive. Most people breaking into the singles scene seemed like 
drowning people pulling one another down. The lucky ones 
had (somewhat closed) social networks. The isolated and 
unlucky didn’t have the patience to wait at the edge of the 
hive, so to speak. 

Anyway, Meg seemed to find the predators. She knew 
that women tainted by abusive relationships were doomed to 
find this kind of person over and over. On top of that, women 
still lived longer so there were way more women around than 
men. 

More surprising to Meg was that most men told on them- 
selves. Except for her ex, who was much too smooth to share 
his depravity with any but those he could fully control, they 
were often very open with their plans. 

While describing his ex wife on a first (and last) date 
with Meg, one man told her, 

“Tm going to lay low, save money and then come back 
and really hurt her!” 

Another man who had been Meg’s rebound relationship 
shared the concerns of his children: 

“My daughter said, “Don’t you hurt her! I like her. You’d 
better not hurt her!”” 

It was a warning that in the end helped Meg to circum- 
vent escalating abuse. 

A lesbian relationship might broaden the playing field 
and in some ways be less dangerous, but it would not guaran- 
tee social equity with someone used to inappropriate bound- 
aries. Anyway, Meg didn’t feel attracted to women. In the 
absence of a supportive, social network she chose isolation. 

Sex would be nice but it’s not worth the price. 
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Day Off 


It was Thanksgiving and Meg wasn’t going to waste it. 

Would she entertain herself with old Myth-busters reruns 
or science presented in a more serious fashion? Her mind 
started to circle. On a day off, even having options open 
could be fun. Once there was a goal the day sometimes went 
too quickly. 

“Ouch! You have picky feet, Jen!” 

Meg’s favorite cat had crawled on to her lap as she stirred 
her tea. 

A kindly neighbor had delivered some fairly regular skids 
for winter fuel. Maybe she could make something out of some 
of them or at least stack them together to serve as a pre-fab, 
disassembleable shelving unit. 

The room darkened as the sun slipped behind a cloud. 

Maybe computer graphics using free on-line software would 
be fun. No, her hand was already tingling. A mouse interface 
could be so hard on the carpel tunnel. 

Diffuse rays of sun began again to cast shadows on the 
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wall. 

It still wasn’t too cold to build a geodesic dome out of 
skids - the kind made of light, evenly cut pine - but for whom, 
and for what purpose? That would have been fun when her 
son was still around. 

Time seems to slow down as you get older. Would there 
even be time for more than one activity? 

Meg looked at a pile of tangled yarn beside the rocker in 
front of her computer screen. Lila had given it to Meg when 
a member of her church died. Meg could crochet fingerless 
artist mits that she had designed for the upcoming Christmas 
craft show at Lila’s church. The mits were popular with die- 
hard artists who insisted on painting outside on cold winter 
days. Even when they didn’t sell, Meg could trade them 
with other crafters to add variety to her own short gift list. 

She decided to knit mits while catching up on TED talks 
- her way of double-dipping. This would be her treat for 
cutting up a couple of skids. Both activities could result in 
income - one by selling a product and one by money saved 
on the heating bill. With a TED talk already cued up on 
the computer she went to work on a skid. 

Meg did look forward to being alone on what passed for 
days off. So many people played social games to avoid their 
own silence, and Meg didn’t like their noise. 

Anyway, alone she could relax and be imperfect. She 
could eat a lot of garlic without worrying about bad breath, 
fart freely (critical as your digestive system ages), wear no 
make-up, take hot baths until the water turned cold, walk 
around naked on a hot day feeling the air directly on her 
skin, dance to music as loud or soft as she liked, catch up 
on work or daydream and do nothing. There was no one to 
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judge her, no one to look and smell good for, no need to be 
fashionable and no way to make a social faut-pas. 

Her mind wandered. Meg wondered how many women 
stayed naked long enough to even notice their body’s natural 
perfume. Others may not always agree, but she liked her 
own smell. She had heard that a large percentage of the 
telemarketers who call you are actually naked. Something 
in her had always assumed that those would be the men. 
Maybe there was a sprinkling of old women in there too. She 
pictured prim Mrs. Mandell dancing around her darkened 
house, waving scarves. 

Women didn’t mention these things to one another, un- 
less they were Shana. Shana talked incessantly about in- 
timate inconsequentials, to anyone who would listen. She 
made everything sound harsh. Shana was like the raw data 
of personal dysfunction. If her story had even evolved that 
might have interested Meg. More and more Shana’s exis- 
tence in Meg’s life felt like an intrusion. 

Meg had tried to enrich their friendship with more in- 
tellectual kinds of sharing. She could bring nothing to the 
table that Shana wanted to share. 

Why did her attempts to build friendships with diverse 
people always have to end that way - watching people go in 
circles as they tried to pull her into their narrow worlds? 

With health still mostly on her side Meg could always 
distract herself and find ways to rationalize being alone. 

“At least I like to be with myself,” she muttered under 
her breath. 

It was less lonely before Joel left. 

Meg’s family life had ended suddenly. For years she had 
been the only parent to her son, and the only thing standing 
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between him and the abuses of his father. Then Joel moved 
to China. His departure felt right at the time. It was the 
culmination of Meg’s hard work. Her bird fled the nest for 
positive reasons: following a career and finally able to indulge 
his wanderlust. After that there was no legal reason for her 
ex husband to be found in her vicinity. 

For the first time in 25 years Meg had no responsibility 
beyond her own upkeep. She had always imagined that free- 
dom would be delicious. She joked that her goal in life was 
to be the invincible, old woman who walks calmly across a 
race track, missed by all the speeding horses. She would be 
the eccentric aunt with flowers in her hat who popped in to 
gift the kids with something weird like a titanium spork. She 
would be the old lady with too many cats that sold hats she 
made from combed fur. 

Free at last of the shackles of woman-style normalcy Meg 
felt ... sore. The downside of physical aging hadn’t factored 
in to her dream. Nor had the prison of poverty, or the lone- 
liness that never went away. 

Well, she had a few cats. Frail, old Jennypuss had been a 
loving companion for many years. The others had just shown 
up. These younger, stronger cats always stepped aside when 
arthritic, old Jenny hobbled through. In human terms she 
would have been like the dowager of a mansion. 

Meg’s fingers rippled lightly over fur-covered bone as she 
stroked the frail little animal on her lap. 

“Does your mind race ahead of your body too, Jen?” 

Meg felt restless and trapped. 

SOME kind of adventure would really be nice. 
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Adventure 


It wasn’t what she had in mind. 

Flashing lights lit up a fresh coat of snow. An ambu- 
lance, a police car and three fire vehicles cluttered the road, 
squeezed at odd angles in front of Meg’s little house. Neigh- 
bors whom she’d never seen came out to gawk as firefighters 
swarmed into her garage. 

. All that fuss because of a little day-old coal buried 
deep in some old ashes. Meg had discarded what seemed to 
be cool ashes into her compost bin hours ago. Orange peels, 
when dry, are highly flammable. A piece of charcoal with 
heat at its core must have dried some out and ignited them, 
at least that’s what she reasoned. 

It happened when Meg was on the phone, catching up on 
news with a long lost friend. Someone pounded on the door 
yelling, 

“Your house is on fire.” 

Flames licked the far corner of her garage - a garage full 
of wood dried for winter fuel. 
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In 15 years of wood heating Meg had never had an in- 
cident. Now she faced a troupe of city workers and a stern 
warning from the fire marshal: 

“You should leave your ashes for a week to cool. You 
were very lucky.” 

Meg pulled her old, burgundy parka close around her 
face. Why didn’t she know that? It was just one of those 
little pieces of information that you never really find out until 
your house almost burns down. 

A firefighter about Meg’s age, with a sweet face and 
sparkling eyes, noticed her embarrassment. 

“You’d be surprised at how many times this happens out 
in the country. One guy put his ashes in the garbage and 
burned down a garbage truck last winter,” he said reassur- 
ingly. 

Then everybody went home, footprints obscuring foot- 
prints in the snow. 

Meg had some siding to replace, and a soffit. It was a nui- 
sance and may decrease the value of her house if she couldn’t 
match colours. There were already 4 colours of shingles on 
the roof. What choice did she have? She had to do it herself 
to save money. If she planted bushes beside it that might 
disguise the patchwork on the corner. The roof looked better 
in winter under a blanket of snow. The garage would look 
better in summer with the bushes fleshed out with leaves. 

Shana called to present a repetitive monologue about how 
much she’d been cleaning and how wonderful and classy her 
house looked. Shana’s house was funky like Meg’s, and usu- 
ally no cleaner. 

After a rare cleaning binge Meg sometimes shared this 
kind of mundane news with Shana, too, always extending a 
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mock invitation to visit with the words, 

“T need a witness.” 

She chose not to mention the fire. Shana would make too 
much of it. 

*My house could have burned down,’ Meg mused to her- 
self, "and then no one would ever see how dusty it sometimes 
gets’. 

Once again, against the backdrop of Shana’s self-important 
babble, Meg started to drift. 

She remembered a spotless, old house inhabited by a for- 
gotten old woman. While cleanliness and order could be 
uplifting, that kind of obsession seemed more like wearing 
new underwear in case you get in an accident, or committing 
suicide because you’ve started to lose your looks. Some peo- 
ple leave a beautiful corpse to decompose and stink. Some 
people leave a clean house, which others will change around 
anyway after they’re gone. 

Was pre-death activity really just a lonely ritual dictated 
by a lifetime lived by rote, or did compulsive cleaners love the 
details of their day? Did they think the ghosts of husbands 
that left them behind could see them? Or were they like the 
proverbial woman in a French bar, decked out in costume 
jewelery, waiting for some long, lost lover to return? 

It didn’t matter. Meg. didn’t love the details of that kind 
of day. She didn’t love them and she was restless - tired of 
the trap of poverty. The potentially interesting challenge of 
always having to make something out of nothing had started 
to wear thin. 

“What would you do if you could do anything?” asked 
Shana. 

“Well, for one thing I would live by the ocean in a place 
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that had seasons and spend some time each winter regener- 
ating in the south by another ocean, like the snowbirds do. 
I would take advantage of new ways to retard aging and get 
my energy back; I would find ways to change the systems 
that landed me in poverty in the first place,” Meg replied. 

“So, you’re still a do-gooder out changing the world,” 

“No. Changing the world will have to wait for spring. 
Life is way too work-intensive in the winter time.” 

“Oh. Well, you should see my house. It’s so perfect ...” 
Shana continued. 

Meg drifted back into thought. How could anyone change 
a world you can’t catch up with? No one respects older 
people, especially as we slow down, and especially those of 
us without money. They don’t want to know we exist - or 
that someday they may be us. 

“At least older people have a universal right to be bitchy,” 
she blurted. 

“Huh?” Shana paused for a moment from her tirade. 
This had nothing to do with how clean her house was and 
Meg had obviously drifted off. 

“Being an old grouch could be fun if done right, don’t 
you think?” Meg added, unembarrassed. 

Shana continued, unperturbed. 

“T’m only grouchy to men. I’m a great Dom. Now I’m 
writing sex stuff on-line that you have to buy. Now I’m at 
number one because the company liked my writing. ... Oh 
my God! I’m at number 29! Oh, now it’s number one again. 
Now it’s number 30! I’m not logged on yet.” 

Shana was checking her sex site during the conversa- 
tion. At least she multi tasked during their conversations 
too. Maybe there was hope for her after all. 
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Shana read Meg her fantasy sex piece and waited for 
approval. It was well written, like everything Shana wrote. 
Even over-used material like that sounded interesting when 
Shana wrote it. 

“Tt’s really well written, Shana.” 

“Did you like it? I’m glad you liked it because you’re a 
hard - sell.” 

“Well, there’s only so much you can do with the human 
body. I think all the postures have been written about al- 
ready, but the way you wrote this was interesting, even to 
me. I think it will sell.” 

“This is hard work, man! But I’m making money. One of 
the other Doms wrote, “Cock control? No, it’s body, mind 
and spirit control.” She won’t last long.” 

Meg thought, “Yes. You have stroke a penis to make 
money. There has to be another way.” Then she added, 

“Tt’s all about illusion. Maybe the good news for some of 
you is that no matter how old you get or what you start to 
look like you can still make it in the sex trade over the net.” 

“T know a lot of the people are older because their clients 
say, “Teenager, my ass”!” Shana responded. 

“Well, it takes skill to keep up an illusion, too,” Meg 
countered. 

“Yeah. One guy sent me a story that made my computer 
go all slow and shit. I read part of it and deleted it because 
I don’t need all that shit.” 

The real winner in this work scenario was once again the 
middle man. Doms had to bid for advertising space on the 
site. Guys had to pay to send or receive a story. 

Shana continued, 

“T made $125 yesterday and that blows! I was on with 
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some guy that wasted my time. I like my calls to be 15 
minutes at least! $1.66 a minute is really fuckin’ cheap.” 

“T guess you have to go with what the market will bare,” 
Meg offered. 

“What these girls do wrong is show their environment. 
If you look like you have a lot of money guys are willing to 
pay more. Want to hear what one guy wrote about me? 

“Very creative. She has new ideas. ... Hung up acciden- 
tally when I rolled over to get my but-plug ...” 

Shana still wasn’t making enough to support a family but 
she liked the sales potential. 

“Nobody has tipped me yet. They could at least pay a 
tribute. 

“They'll pay $66 to see a big collage of crap - like foot 
fetish things and shit. I had my friend Dennis take some 
pictures of my feet.” 

Shana conceded that like all sales the job had a downside. 

“There’s a guy Id love to block. I just have to find the 
little fucker.” 

Like all sales positions it also had dry times. 

“What pisses me off is that here I am on and I’m not 
getting a fucking call.” 

But for Shana the good outweighed the bad even when 
she wasn’t “raking it in”. 

“T lost 12 pounds because I didn’t have time to sleep or 
eat.” 

Meg was sure there must be other opportunities as well 
that lay outside society’s corporate veneer - perhaps some- 
thing that didn’t involve preying on men’s addictions or buy- 
ing a job. She decided to sleep on it. So often the answer 
came in the morning. By tomorrow she could have an ex- 
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citing goal that would take her beyond personal survival, 
something you could do without money. At this point she 
wouldn’t care if it landed her in jail. 
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Working Women Spin 


Meg awoke with a familiar spike in her head. A high pressure 
system moving in had precipitated a migraine. She took 
two Aspirin to try to head off the headache and skipped her 
morning piece of chocolate. 

Then Shana called to complain that she had been “kicked 
off the pervert line”. 

The concept was interesting. 

“How do you get kicked off a pervert line?” 

“T talked about making them eat shit. They don’t like 
that.” 

“Wrong kind of pervert?” 

“They want Dom stuff. They didn’t say anything about 
shit in the contract - or maybe I didn’t read it.” 

“Well, ’'m sure they'll bring you back.” 

“They'd better, soon. I’m losing money.” 

Shana continued to obsess over Internet sex. 

“House wives can do this out of the home. I’m going to 
start an ignore line. They can call me to be ignored.” 
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“Sounds stimulating,” Meg said dryly. 

“Oh, people do that. You just have noises in the back- 
ground and every so often you say something insulting about 
them.” 

“Worldwide you may find a lot of people who want to do 
that, but if it’s so easy you may also have a lot of competi- 
tion,” Meg offered. 

“Tm the best. You can have anything you want in this 
life.” 

Where had Meg heard that one before? Oh yes - Lila. 
Lila was still trying every network marketing, get rich quick 
scheme that came along. The sales techniques so resem- 
bled an Evangelical approach that Evangelicals like Lila were 
taken in - again and again. 

“You pay to have yourself rated high as a sex talker and 
then you get a lot of calls. I make $1 a minute,” Shana 
continued. 

“And how many minutes do you get for staying by the 
phone all day?” Meg asked. 

“Yesterday I made $80!. I’m rolling in it. This is a great 
country. All you have to do is work hard.” 

“Shana, if you have to pay to make money who do you 
think is raking in the real money?” 

“T’m the best! I’m going to be rich! I will retire in Spain! 
When my kids are older they will work too. They’re already 
independent. I’m a good Dom!” 

Did she mean to say, “good Mom”? Meg let it go. In her 
other life Shana really was a good mom. 

As a distraction from her nausea and increasing headache 
Meg decided to keep the conversation alive for a little longer. 

“Shana, have you noticed that many of the men who 
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contact you seem to really be looking for a Dominatrix to 
dominate?” 

“Yes. They don’t get anywhere with me. But I just have 
to find the right ones. They are out there. I will be rich. I 
will retire in Spain and hire cute blond young guys for sex.” 

“This sounds very much like what they tell you in net- 
work marketing companies - minus the sex,” Meg offered. 

“Well I’m the best. We live in the best country in the 
world. If you work hard you can have anything you want.” 

“Watch a lot of American TV?” said Meg, and then, “I 
wish you luck, Shana.” 

“Wait and see. I’ll do well and then I’ll give you 10%.” 

Like most people Shana used promises like a social in- 
surance policy. Meg knew that if her own fortunes ever 
changed Shana would employ guilt to try to call in these 
illusory debts. She decided to create some of her own social 
insurance to cover the unlikely event. 

“You owe me nothing, Shana.” 

Shana renewed her rave about how all you had to do was 
work hard to make money. 

“l’m only poor because I’ve always sat on my ass! I 
like sitting on my ass! I was a successful artist. I just quit 
because I was bored ...” 

This was Meg’s cue to put down the chorded phone for 
a few minutes while she peeled an orange. She could still 
hear the faint squeak of Shana’s proselytizing as she ducked 
into the kitchen for a knife. On her way back through she 
picked up the phone long enough to utter a reassuring grunt. 
At last, with the orange arranged on a breakfast plate that 
rested on a TV table, she wedged the phone between her 
shoulder and ear. Shana was still spewing sales propaganda. 
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Meg hadn’t missed anything. She decided to supply another 
grunt to show that she was listening and then attempt to 
change the subject. As she waited for a pause, Shana jumped 
the gun. 

“T hate everyone. Want to go out to lunch?” 

“With an offer like that ... I have to work, Shana.” 

“When my money comes in will you go to lunch if I pay?” 

“Probably not. It may depend on what I’m doing and 
where I have to be.” 

Then Shana started complaining that her men were usu- 
ally not available to go out to lunch with her. 

“We need a whole new paradigm that doesn’t mix sex 
with politics,” said Meg. “Men also have issues, like trying 
to keep women under control. What if they didn’t try to 
control us and we didn’t control back, and we all just shared 
what we could share, whatever that was?” 

“It’s not about him,” Shana countered. “It’s about hav- 
ing another person along.” 

By now Meg had finished her oranges and fed the cats. 
She was sitting at the computer in front of an empty in-box 
with a bony little cat curled up on her lap, and an increasing 
migraine. 

Shana had a point about the need for company, but in a 
restaurant you couldn’t just put the phone down. 

“Do you think I’m an intellectual?” Shana fished. 

“No.” 

“Whaaaat!!!???” 

“You write well. You are not an intellectual.” 

“Well, I could be if I wan’ed. I just fin’e it boring,” Shana 
whined. 

“Intellectual people don’t find it boring,” Meg retorted. 
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“That’s why they are intellectuals.” 

“Oh. Well I should-a-came to the art gallery when they 
put out that call for artists but I was just bored. I was a 
successful artist before.” 

Most of Shana’s art was complicated, child-like and de- 
ceptively innocent. Her pieces were like bright chatter, full of 
cartoon animals, sometimes featuring breasts and fried eggs. 
Though her art could be captivating, delusions of grandeur 
got in the way of sales. She priced it way too high. 

At least this time Shana wasn’t going on about marrying 
a rich guy so she could “push out a puppy and be set for 
life”. Occasionally she still said that if she lived in Toronto 
she would be a high priced call-girl. Meg doubted if even 
as a younger woman Shana’s personality and language usage 
would have qualified her for that. Anyway, the Dominatrix 
thing fit better and she seemed to like it. At least phone sex 
was safer than meeting strange men in person. 

“Well, you are using your talents.” 

“T’m a great Dom!” 

“Maybe you’ve found your calling. Keep writing too. 
Write about being a Dom.” 

“Dennis says that he wants me to go into business with 
him. I don’t need a pimp.” 

Dennis was a sleazy, old dreamer who had seeped in and 
out of Shana’s life for many years. Once she had “thrown him 
a pussy-bone”, as she called it. Physically he disgusted her 
but she found some of his scheming interesting and decided 
to keep him as a friend. Here and there they planned a get- 
rich-quick project together. Always it turned into a battle 
for supremacy between the two of them. Inevitably their 
schemes fell through. 


47 


CHAPTER 7. WORKING WOMEN SPIN 





Dennis was one of many reasons why Meg made a point 
of not meeting Shana’s friends. 

Meg excused herself. 

“T have to go now. I have to work today.” 

“Oowwwww! We were having such a good conversation! 
OK. Bye.” *click 

Yes, a conversation was possible as long as it was about 
Shana and as long as it remained shallow. 

Now for the delivery job. 

Meg had allowed herself to forget for a while that a day 
was about to drop out of her life. It was time to adjust 
pamphlet displays around town so that people could be en- 
couraged to spend money they didn’t have on things they 
didn’t need. Why was it that the only things society would 
pay you for were the useless things? 

Meg didn’t mind this job too much, however, because she 
didn’t have to do it all the time. It didn’t pay well. Nothing 
did, but she could turn on her car radio, cruise and daydream 
between stops. Except when there was a snowstorm, or a 
heat wave, it wasn’t that bad. 

... And at least it wasn’t sales. 

There were lots of retail sales jobs but there was no 
money in that kind of work. You spent your day surrounded 
by temptation, making less than a living wage. You had to 
smile whether or not you felt like it. Most sales jobs had be- 
come that - little people trying to take other little people’s 
money, which was then funneled through some middle man 
to a man who didn’t need it. The middle men sometimes 
did OK, unless they were into network marketing. 

Meg sighed and pulled on an old jacket. By now the sun 
was high in the sky. Starting this late would mean working 
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well into the evening. 

She stepped from the house into the deep cold of an un- 
heated garage. With a brisk kick to the inside front of the 
garage door she loosened the bonds of the ice that often 
prevented it from opening. Then she heaved it up, just high 
enough not to catch the antenna projecting from the grubby, 
little, red Hyundai that would be her home for the day. 

Blinding light flooded the garage. Meg almost didn’t see 
a passing neighbor, hand held high in greeting. She shouted 
her own greeting and waved back. Soon she would be ex- 
changing greetings with a host of familiar strangers along 
her route. 

If the sun stayed bright the roads would be dry through 
evening. She might still finish everything in one day, collect 
her cheque and cash it before returning home. Meg needed 
today’s money to help keep her Internet connection alive. 
Nothing else mattered. 

Then she remembered that in the midst of this crusher 
of a day she had a job interview with Sarah, a local psychol- 
ogist. It was an odd referral made by Lila - odd because Lila 
didn’t like Sarah. Sarah was a pariah among the psycho- 
logical community, who’s focus on sexual abuse had gained 
her a reputation for creating false memories in everyone who 
came to see her. But Meg needed work - work that paid, 
anyway. She checked the time and calculated an efficient 
delivery route to Sarah’s office. 
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Chapter 8 


Sarah 


Sarah was an imposing woman through height and demeanor. 
Piercing, blue eyes shot from beneath perfectly sculpted, 
bottle-blond bangs. Even her wrinkles seemed to flow with 
the stylish, medium-short hair that framed her face so per- 
fectly. Though overweight she was still stunning. In youth 
she would have been the kind of traditional beauty who could 
ask for anything. 

Sarah was looking for a writer for her very special book 
and Lila knew that Meg used to write for a living. 

“You know, for a while there was a lot of recognition 
around sexual abuse. Now nobody wants to talk about it 
but it’s still just as important! I need someone to write 
about my techniques for drawing it out and helping people 
to heal.” 

It sounded reasonable enough. Meg agreed to meet Sarah 
once a week to collect information. 

Then Sarah’s eyes narrowed to slits. 

“We will have to have a contract,” she warned. “I can’t 
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have anyone saying I owe them money when I don’t. I don’t 
have a lot of money.” 

Lila had already told Meg about Sarah’s real-estate hold- 
ings in Mexico and Spain, and her beach-front house just 
outside the city. Perhaps she had overextended. No matter. 
Meg could look up a reasonable, low end contract for writers 
on the Internet and adapt it. 

“... and you'll have to attend one of my workshops. Oth- 
erwise you won’t know enough about my techniques. We'll 
meet once a week at my house where I’ll give you the history.” 

Meg agreed to be paid a small fee for weekly interviews 
until a contract could be signed. 

“.. and I want you to take therapy with me for an hour 
a week. Otherwise you won’t know personally how I work.” 

This was an extra inconvenience that could be covered in 
the contract later on, so Meg agreed for now. 

Sarah paused importantly, leaned forward to scrutinize 
Meg, and lounged back in her therapist chair. 

“... | have just the man for you. I can’t wait to introduce 
you.” 

Was this part of the interview? 

“Tm good, thanks. When do you want to start meeting?” 
Meg responded. 

“Well, Lila said you live alone. I like putting people to- 
gether,” said Sarah. “George is sooo nice!” 

What else had Lila told her? 

“Maybe,” Meg responded. “When and where do you 
want to meet?” 

“How about Saturday afternoons? My house should be 
quiet on Saturday afternoons and we can meet there. I could 
give you your first therapy session right now. You’re lucky. 
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I’m very busy.” 

It was true. Lila had marveled at how busy Sarah seemed 
to be. 

“Tm still at work,” Meg responded, unsure if she should 
admit that it was a delivery job. “I’m working on another 
contract today.” 

Sarah pressed on. 

“Did you know that mysticism plays a large part in hu- 
man development? Would you have time for lunch? You 
have to eat anyway and we could talk more then. [ll buy 
you lunch.” 

Meg, who had fully intended to skip lunch in order to get 
the deliveries done, found herself saying “yes”. Somehow she 
suspected that the interview wasn’t over until this person 
had fully assessed her ability to fit in. 

They walked to a coffee shop just across from Sarah’s 
office. Sarah talked all the way. 

“T want to write a book. I just don’t have time to do 
it myself. There are mysteries that have to come to light. 
I have my MA. I am a bright person. I use the Ennea- 
gram!to assess people. Have you ever heard of the Ennea- 
gram? Psychologists in the area don’t pay much attention 
to my methods but they work. You wouldn’t believe what I 
have uncovered ...” 

Now Meg knew why Lila wouldn’t like Sarah. - Wrong 
kind of mysticism. 

Once they were settled with sandwiches Sarah continued. 





~The Enneagram system describes nine distinct — per- 
sonality types and their interrelationships, mapped 
around an ancient symbol of perpetual motion.” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enneagram_of_Personality 
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“Tf I hadn’t heard this from so many people I wouldn’t 
believe it. At first I didn’t believe it. Did you know that the 
Queen is a lizard?” 

So, that was where she was coming from. Meg hadn’t 
bothered to explore the lizard web dialogs but she knew 
about a group of people who believed that alien lizards were 
taking over the bodies of important people. It amused her 
that anyone outside England would consider the queen to be 
an important person. This particular brand of spirituality 
had grown up there. 

“What are you hoping I will write?” Meg asked. 

“Just what you see in my sessions, and about my life. I 
want you to sit in on some sessions with other people and 
have some with me for yourself. I could trade you some 
sessions for time you spend writing. It’s a good deal. I 
charge $100 an hour. You can’t charge nearly that much for 
writing.” 

“Sarah, I’m not looking for therapy and $100 JS the 
hourly rate for ghost writing. I can get therapy for free at 
the hospital if I need it.” 

“Not like mine.” 

Meg hated negotiations. 

“T will write for money” Meg concluded. “I don’t mind 
doing some kinds of barter but extended contracts require 
financial payment.” 

“Well, we definitely need a contract. Did I tell you I have 
the perfect guy for you?” 

“Yes, Sarah.” 

“T was sexually abused. Then I married a sociopath. I 
know all about these things and I need someone to write my 
life story. My mother abused me too.” 
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“Ts that what you want me to write about?” 

“Well, that’s part of it. Everything feeds the story. I 
need to explain how I came to where I am and what I am 
finding.” 

Sarah’s eyes narrowed again. 

“T can see that you have been hurt.” 

“By my age I wouldn’t be human if I hadn’t,” Meg coun- 
tered. 

Sarah’s face softened into mock sympathy. 

“You'll love George! He’s soooo nice!” 

Lunch ended pleasantly enough. Meg agreed to some 
sessions with Sarah, which she had to continually insist were 
for research purposes. They shook on a verbal agreement 
that Meg would be paid $100 per Saturday afternoon, up 
to $1000, to interview Sarah. Meg mused that when she 
was born women didn’t even shake hands. Now they incor- 
porated this male tradition, rooted in an ancient need to 
display an empty weapon hand, into business deals with one 
another. 

Their short-term agreement also included freedom for 
Meg to sell articles that may come out of the interviews, 
to magazines - Sarah’s idea. The latter was intended to ap- 
pease Meg for being paid less than $100 per hour. 

In lieu of equalization pay, Sarah would send George over 
to do work on Meg’s house, in return for giving George ther- 
apy. Meg would then write for Sarah in return for George’s 
time spent doing repairs. It was complicated, but like any 
good business deal it worked in the favor of both partici- 
pants. 

Sarah considered George’s work to be worth $50 per hour, 
her own work as a therapist to be worth $100 per hour - 


55 


CHAPTER 8. SARAH 





maybe not so good for George. Meg’s worth was indetermi- 
nate - definitely not so good for Meg. On the other hand, 
Meg would never hire a handy man to do anything for $50 
per hour. He’d better be good. 

It sounded like a con. Meg was used to this. In her 
lifetime, lots of people had tried to get her working for them 
for free, or for very little, on the promise of better things 
to come. Except for the women trying to get her involved 
in network marketing, who were themselves being used, the 
culprits had always been men. But Sarah had bought her 
lunch. She had agreed to pay $100 a day to be interviewed, 
and it wasn’t pro-rated. Even if Sarah overvalued the time 
of her handyman or her worth as a therapist, at least some 
work would get done on Meg’s house. 

Then there was Meg’s insatiable curiosity. 

If Sarah was just a woman managing this man’s world 
better than Meg did, it couldn’t hurt to know her. Barter 
had often worked out better than paid work. Meg doubted 
that it would be a long term relationship but while it lasted 
it could be diverting, and an opportunity to do some more 
interesting work. 

By the time they parted, the migraine which had awak- 
ened Meg that morning was in full swing. She felt nauseous. 
She knew that rest would be impossible that evening. A 
few short term dollars would eventually be made. Could one 
already forced into a crazy, day-to-day, moment-to-moment 
lifestyle, hope for more? 

After completing a few deliveries in town Meg turned 
down a country road that joined the highway further down. 
On reaching a stop sign she glanced in her rear view mirror 
at flashing lights. Better get out of the way. A police car 
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appeared to want to turn left. Meg crossed the intersection. 
Suddenly, sirens blaring, the police car was behind her again. 
Better get over to the side and let him by. He stopped. 

“Do you know how fast your were going?” 

“Sixty, I think.” 

“Well, if you’re going to start off lying ...” 

“Wasn't I going sixty?” 

“License, ownership and insurance, please.” 

Meg kept them in the trunk. Shaking, she got out of the 
car. 

“T can’t afford this. [ll have to go in for it,” she said 
softly, under her breath. 

“Well, if you’re going to take it to court anyway I won’t 
give you any breaks.” 

Meg got out of the car and opened the trunk, where she 
kept her wallet while doing deliveries. 

“There are breaks possible?” 

“You’re determined to go to court anyway. You told me 
so.” 

By now she was fumbling with her wallet. As it opened 
the officer reached in and pulled out her insurance. Then he 
wordlessly retired to his car, where he sat for a long time. At 
last Meg’s shaking ceased. She cleaned a spot on the bumper 
of her old car and sat down to wait, staring at the weeds in 
the ditch. 

When the officer returned it was with a $300 ticket. 

Meg knew better than to argue with a police officer bent 
on making quota but she thought she would try to talk to 
him one more time. She approached the car. 

“T have no money. This will cost the system. It would 
save the system money if there was something you could do 
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now.” 


“You're determined to go to court,” the officer replied. 
“Go to court.” 

Meg couldn’t believe she called that nasty young man 
“sir”. She should have said, 

“Now, see here, young man!” 

Would he give a ticket like that to his grandmother? Bul- 
lying marginalized old ladies must be all in a days work for 
OPP officers. 

Now she had no choice but to take it to court where it 
would be her word against a uniform. Ontario is very hard 
on vulnerable people. Perhaps that was the end of doing 
deliveries after all. If she couldn’t afford her insurance she 
would have to stop driving. If she had to go to prison because 
of a ticket she couldn’t pay, she would have a record. Meg 
mused that with a record and no future, at her age she may 
as well grow marijuana. She already knew one old woman 
who grew it for her Crohn’s disease and a little extra cash. 
- Or maybe prison could be her retirement home. 

*That’s what happens when you treat ordinary citizens 
like criminals,’ Meg thought. ’The legal system in Norway 
figured all that out long ago but somehow in the backwaters 
of Ontario it still hasn’t caught on! 

With her hand shaking again, Meg filled out the ticket, 
to the best of her ability given that they’d changed the rules 
since the last time. She mailed it at the first box she could 
find. At least the court date would be a month or so off. 
She would have a car for a month and then - whatever. It 
was on its last legs anyway. She had learned not to have 
expectations. 

Would her creative thinking get her out of this one? 
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Maybe she could buy a snowmobile for winter and a bicycle 
for summer, and make do. It was a long trek to the nearest 
town for groceries for a woman into her sixties, but Meg had 
made the journey on roller blades a couple of years ago in the 
spring. She fantasized that, weather permitting, this could 
be do-able. 

Meg finished the deliveries well into the evening. By 
the time she returned, gas moving through her body had 
started to signal the end of the migraine. Within a day or 
so she would be fine if a tension headache didn’t complicate 
things. That would make her well just in time to interview 
her bizarre, new employer. 
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Chapter 9 


Sarah’s Deal 


Sarah was as good as her word. Once a week Meg arrived at 
Sarah’s beautiful beach-house to take notes. Within a day 
she would email the results of the interview to Sarah. Each 
time as they parted Sarah handed Meg a cheque for $100, 
all-be-it with the disclaimer that Sarah was having trouble 
affording this. 

During every session Sarah extolled the virtues of George. 
Each time she provided a little more information about him. 

“Look at the beautiful bathroom he refinished for me in 
return for psychotherapy.” 

“He is self-employed.” 

“He manages the property of a very important person in 
town.” 

“He has invited us up to his employer’s cottage for the 
weekend. You could come! It’s a beautiful place on the lake.” 

Sarah’s disappointment was palpable when Meg declined. 

“He does all the gardening and grass trimming around 
the park. He is self employed. He is soooo nice and he really 
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needs a good experience with a woman,” she opined. 

“Sarah, with all the good people you council, I’m sure 
you will find him one,” Meg responded. 

Sarah seemed obsessed with finding George a mate and 
she seemed to have targeted Meg. Meg wondered if this was 
part of Sarah’s approach to therapy but decided to wait and 
let the story unfold in her employer’s good time. Anyway, 
she needed the money. 

As they drew closer to Sarah’s thousand dollar limit, 
Sarah insisted that she had still more to disclose. Thus be- 
gan the three-way barter. 

“You need to talk to some of my clients anyway to com- 
plete the story,” Sarah explained. 


George 


Within a week of Sarah’s second-last interview, an aging, 
empty pick-up truck rattled into Meg’s driveway. Country 
music blaring from its open window stopped suddenly, along 
with the roar of the engine. An Elvin man emerged. 

George stood about 5 foot 6, with red eyes, a pot belly, 
bulbous nose, snowy hair and matching, pointed, white beard. 
To Meg he looked for all the world like a garden gnome. 

Meg had already decided to honor Sarah’s request to “In- 
vite him in for a chat”, but first things first ... 

After a brief introduction Meg lead George through the 
house pointing out the areas that could use his help. 

“The ceiling fans don’t work. The light in the hall hasn’t 
worked for over a year and it’s not the bulb. My sump pump 
is broken and the septic well smells. The wood stove is big 
and cold. All the heat goes out the chimney.” 
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With the business of assessing the damage behind them 
there was time for tea. 

George began the conversation. 

“T like everything to be perfect and in its place all the 
time. I’m a “one” on the Enneagram.” 

“You'd hate it here,” Meg responded. 

Sarah had specifically framed this interview as an initial 
interaction and a social event. Meg would not be paid. 

By now Sarah had told Meg she was a “five”, but she 
decided not to share that information - as if Sarah hadn’t 
already. Years before she had been diagnosed as a “nine” by 
another pop psychologist. Depending on the self-help book, 
she could come up with a number of categories to discuss 
and compare. She didn’t want to go there but if George was 
into quantification she would try to oblige. 

“Ym on the summer colour chart. How about you?” she 
said, changing the subject. 

George looked confused. 

“Never mind,” said Meg. “Why limit yourself?” 

George went on to describe his personality from the per- 
spective of the Enneagram, and to complain that his ex wife 
was ’a witch’. 

“One of my sons likes me and one likes her,” he con- 
cluded. “The one who likes her is a jerk too.” 

“Thanks for the information. So, how did you meet 
Sarah?” Meg asked, still trying to be polite. 

“T needed counseling but couldn’t afford it. At first Sarah 
was willing to do it in return for a tiling job in her bathroom. 
She helped me to know my place on the Enneagram. Then 
she found the sexual abuse.” 

The arrangement seemed to be working for Sarah, as long 
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as George could be kept just the right amount of happy. That 
explained something. 

George continued, 

“My kids are all grown up. I’m just tired of working all 
the time. I need something else in my life.” 

Meg was starting to feel like Sarah’s offering to George. 
To circumvent George’s propensity to play into Sarah’s ma- 
nipulation Meg decided to set some boundaries. 

“... And I hope you find it. I’m not looking for anything 
more than I have. My social life is about all I can handle 
right now,” she lied. 

“While you’re here we should set up a time for you to do 
some of the work, George. I’ll get my calendar,” Meg added. 

As Meg moved her chair a very fluffy cat shot from un- 
derneath. Startled, two cats began an argument under the 
couch where George was sitting. By the time she returned 
with her calendar all that remained of the disturbance were 
a few clumps of fur wafting about the living room floor be- 
tween George’s little feet. 

George seemed unperturbed. They set a date for mid- 
week, after Meg’s next meeting with Sarah. Then George 
left and Meg returned to a life of cats and the soft white 
noise of her computer fan. In two days she would interview 
a crazy woman and try to make enough sense of what she 
was saying to write about it. 
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Old Friends 


Meg pushed her hands into a shallow mound of earth in her 
back yard, and pulled out a plastic bundle. She carried it 
inside by the fire before peeling off the two green garbage bags 
which had served as a makeshift coffin. Warmed by the fire, 
the small body of a skinny, little cat stirred. Meg held Jenny- 
puss close, grateful for a chance to say this loving goodbye. 

Then Meg awakened. Her heart ached as she remembered 
a skinny little cat lying motionless on its side, legs stretched 
out. When she had pulled Jenny from under the stairs in the 
garage, the cat’s eyes were open in a fixed stare. The legs 
were stiff but rigor mortis had not yet stiffened the body. 
Had she been too quick to bury her pet? 

Meg peered into the darkness at a little, snow-covered 
mound. Familiar words escaped her lips, this time softly 
whispered, 

“You're a nice little pussycat, Jen.” 

Jenny had been the perfect cat. She had even chosen a 
convenient time to die, during a thaw and before the ground 
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could re-freeze. This was the cat who had asked Meg to 
midwife her kittens - the cat who had chosen Meg over all 
others as her companion when the house was alive with gentle 
children. Meg had always imagined that when this old cat 
died it would be in her arms. Instead she died just outside 
the garage door on a cold, autumn day, waiting to get in. 

Meg consoled herself again. Eighteen years was a long 
time for any cat to live. She reasoned that she should be 
getting used to cat mortality. The pets she had taken in 
when the her son was young had been dying off in one way 
or another for years. People who shared long stretches of 
their lives with pets were never strangers to death. 

The phone rang and she propped herself up on her flat- 
tened futon. It was Sarah. 

“Soooo ... How did it go with George?” she said with an 
exaggerated lilt. 

Meg kept her voice expressionless. 

“T think we can find enough for him to do here.” 

“George is soooo nice,” Sarah crooned. 

“My cat died. I buried her yesterday.” 

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. You know, you will meet 
her again. She’s on her way already. This time I’m seeing a 
brown tabby.” 

“She was a brown tabby.” 

“Tt must be hard for you. At a time like this, don’t you 
sometimes wish you had a soul mate to cuddle at night?” 

“T sleep with another cat,” Meg responded. “She purrs 
me to sleep. I don’t recall ever having been snored to sleep.” 

“Well, anyway I’m sorry for your loss. So, what did you 
think of George? He’s soooo nice.” 

Considering that she wasn’t being paid Meg decided that 
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any follow-up would be value added. 

“We didn’t do a full interview but I'll write it up and 
email it to you today,” she concluded. 

Sarah became serious. 

“You have to bring a different contract to our next ses- 
sion. I couldn’t possibly accept a contract that gave you half 
of the royalties.” 

“Sarah, that’s a low-end contract.” 

“Well, we'll have to talk about it. You have “being 
cheated” in your energy field. The last person who had that 
cheated me,” said Sarah. 

“By the way, I have a weekend workshop coming up. It 
costs $200 per person to attend. Food is potluck. You can 
come and benefit as part of my payment to you.” 

“Sarah, if ’m going to give up a whole weekend I will 
need remuneration.” 

“T can’t pay you for this. You can come and eat the food 
if you want. You need to attend one of these to know how 
to write about me. In return George will start work on your 
house. It goes from 6 to 10 on Friday night, 8 am to 9 pm 
on Saturday and 8 am to 4 pm on Sunday. You need to be 
there the whole time.” 

Meg agreed to attend as much of the weekend as she 
could, as long as it didn’t interfere with her sleeping time. 
There would be one more paid session with Sarah before the 
event. George was also expected to have done some work by 
that time. Maybe it was a win- win for everyone after all. 
Anyway, it would be a change from hanging out with cats. 

Meanwhile she would read the books on Inca spirituality 
and drug induced hallucinations which Sarah had provided 
as background. 
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Chapter 11 


The Dragon Cult 


“You won't listen to me! All I want is to be heard!” wailed 
a chubby red-head. The session was already in full swing by 
the time Meg arrived on Saturday morning. 

Meg had missed Friday night having already made it clear 
to Sarah that she would not be held to a schedule unless the 
number of hours spent covering the weekend retreat were 
matched with some form of payment. 

Now she was glad to have dropped into the middle of 
something without having to endure the build-up. Emo- 
tional people made good copy, and everyone had already 
agreed to be featured in the book. 

Sarah was telling Red that her (Red’s) mother was a 
sociopath. Red, in tears, insisted that her mother loved her 
until a new boyfriend moved in during her teen years. 

Meg quietly took her place at the back of the room. She 
took out a note pad since Sarah had asked her not to tape. 

“No one hears me! I just want to be heard!” Red repeated 
frantically. 
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“What does the group think?” Sarah asked. 

A slight, young brunette sitting cross-legged on the couch 
leaned forward. 

“Make your voice very small and Sarah’s voice very large,” 
she advised in a somewhat childish tone. 

Then she sat back, obviously pleased with herself. 

“Tm going to have to train you as a disciple,” Sarah said 
approvingly. “Anyone else?” 

Sarah shot a glance at Meg. 

“T think we should listen to your client. She wants to be 
heard. I think her mother loved her. Maybe her mother was 
just too distracted by the boyfriend to see that her teenager 
needed her,” Meg said flatly. 

“Let’s break into groups,” Sarah chirped in response. 

Somehow Meg knew she wouldn’t be in the same group 
as Red. She looked around the room at three couples and 
a few men and women who didn’t seem to be connected. 
Sarah had seated George across from Meg beside a beauti- 
ful, young woman who was recovering from an affair with a 
married man. Beside Meg sat a mousy, timid woman who 
complained that the department store where she worked was 
like a cult. The perky young prima-donna who had advised 
Red to ignore her own intuition was Sarah’s obvious favorite. 
She must be the one Sarah had told Meg about, the star 
client who had quickly discovered her own sexual abuse and 
along with it two magic lizards. 

Meg was paired with Prima-Donna and cult-store girl. 

Then Sarah announced her instructions. 

“For this exercise you will all tell each other why you are 
here and take turns commenting on it.” 

Prima-D began immediately. 
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“T discovered my sexual abuse very early in the process. 
It was my grandfather. There were two lizards involved in 
mine. One made my grandfather do it and the other one 
was there to clean up. The big one that came out of my 
grandfather first was scary. The little one just looked at me, 
cleaned up and went back in.” 

Cult-store-girl took her turn next. 

“T’m really shy. I want to work in daycare but I don’t 
have the confidence to start so I work in this department 
store. That store is like a cult!” 

“And when did you find your sexual abuse?” asked 
Prima-D. 

“Oh, it was there. That’s why I have no self confidence. 
Pll get out of this when I can, when Sarah thinks I’m ready, 
” Store-girl replied. 

Then both turned to Meg. 

“Hi. I’m Meg. Sarah has hired me to write about her 
methods and findings.” 

Store-girl turned to Meg. 

“What do you think I should do about my shyness so 
that I can move on?” she asked. 

“T think you should keep in touch with your own intu- 
ition and trust it. That’s the best way I know to gain self 
confidence,” said Meg. 

“What a novel approach,” chirped Prima-D. 

Then Sarah called in the groups to share their findings. 
Story after story of sexual abuse and lizard sitings emerged 
as Red sobbed in the background. Sarah talked about the 
spirituality of sexuality. George complained about his ex 
wife. The pretty girl beside him talked about a married, 
senior executive with whom she’d ended a long-time affair. 
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Prima-D’s husband went on at length about what a bad stu- 
dent of Sarah’s he was in the beginning. 

“At first I thought, “Sure. Everyone who goes to see 
Sarah ends up having been sexually abused” We worked 
and worked and I was really frustrating for Sarah and then, 
suddenly, there it was.” 

“Yeah,” Sarah chuckled flirtatiously. “I was ready to give 
up on you.” 

The next item on the agenda was what Sarah called 
“mass hypnosis”. Everyone laid down in the basement on 
mats to listen to soft music and meditate on Sarah’s voice. 
The effect of the exercise was supposed to be to relax and 
open participants minds. Sarah’s soothing monologue was 
non-specific and it really was relaxing. 

Work began again in earnest after a sumptuous pot-luck 
lunch, with Sarah’s special use of Nuro-linguistic program- 
ming. She taught participants how to get what they wanted 
using positive affirmations and that they could bring up pos- 
itive emotions using personal signals on themselves. Then 
they all took turns telling their stories and what they wanted 
out of life. 

Except that everyone seemed to idolize Sarah, that part 
could have been any encounter group. Prima-D was annoy- 
ing with her constant interjections and flirtatious manner. 
George kept making jokes. Few were funny but all received 
appreciative laughter, kind of like most TV Stand-up. 

People surrounded Meg like loving angels, always some- 
how separating her from Red. She managed to exchange 
phone numbers with Red anyway before excusing herself a 
little early to make the half-hour journey home. 

On Sunday most people seemed to have come early. When 
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Meg arrived on time they were already floating in and out 
of the kitchen, setting up lunch in advance. Meg took her 
seat across from George and opened her note pad. Then, 
as though by some silent calling the flock swooped in and 
seated themselves around the room. Sarah began, 

“Today we will go deep.” 

“Going deep” consisted of a series of games directed at 
taking people back into past lives if necessary to find their 
abuse. Red was first up. Amid Red’s tears and protestations 
that her mother loved her, Sarah did her best to convince 
Red that her mother was a sociopath who couldn’t love any- 
one. In the end everyone walked around her telling Red how 
wonderful she was before settling back into their places. 

“Whose next?” Sarah asked. 

“There’s dysfunctional energy in the room,” said a voice 
from the back. Perched on the staircase was Sarah’s new 
husband. Sarah introduced him as a psychic like herself with 
a special gift for feeling the energy in a room. 

“It’s Meg,” he continued. “Meg needs to be next.” 

Meg took the hot seat and cooperated with the process, 
answering Sarah’s questions honestly. 

“No, I don’t recall any parental abuse...” 

“... Well, things didn’t work out with my ex husband.” 

Sarah already knew all that. She was going for something 
different. When Meg didn’t play along she supplied it. 

“Your grandmother tried to drown you when you were a 
baby and you’ve been troubled ever since.” 

“T guess that would be troubling,” said Meg. 

Then everyone walked around her saying how lovable she 
was. At that point the energy was pronounced clear and 
Meg was allowed to go back to taking notes. The sessions 
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continued. 

The next person up was Sarah’s own son. Having just 
completed his psychology degree and prior to taking a post 
as a counselor in Toronto, Jim was attending the second day 
as an observer. Sarah “talked him back to the age of two”, 
when he spent time with a family Sarah did not like. She 
worked hard to get him to find some sexual abuse, which 
allegedly took place while Sarah was away. Jim steadfastly 
did not remember. Finally Sarah described in graphic detail 
the things that she felt he needed to remember “in order to 
heal”. She finished with an apology to her bewildered son 
for having left him with those people. 

When the show ended, most people stayed to chat. Many 
recounted stories of the lizards that had participated in their 
sexual abuse as children, and how these lizards fed on fear. 
They were sure that the Queen of England and many other 
heads of state were really lizards, and that aliens were infil- 
trating humanity to take over the earth. 

Red bounced over to Meg to invite her to “Spiritual 
Dancing” before swinging back into the crowd. Sarah made 
a big fuss over George and tried to herd Meg toward him. 
People exchanged business cards hoping to make money from 
each other. 

Prima-D and her husband were the first to leave. They 
made a point of saying a warm good-bye to Meg. Then Meg 
started for the door. Sarah stopped her with both hands and 
looked intently into her eyes. With exaggerated sympathy, 
Sarah said, 

“You need so much help.” 

“Yeah. Help with cleaning ...”, thought Meg. 

In less than a month Joel would arrive. 
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Cob Webs 


Soot-blackened cobwebs straggled from the ceiling. 

Maybe they help to clean the air when dust sticks to 
them, Meg rationalized. Maybe a healthy population of cob 
spiders isn’t such a bad idea. The trick is to remove the 
webs you can see without making them stick to the ceiling. 
Once you can see them they are useless to the cob spider and 
useless as air cleaners, but they still stick to a stucco ceiling. 

Meg put down the duster and stretched a blue sheet 
across the wall, secured with thumb tacks at both ends. Then 
she straightened the islet collar of her white blouse and ad- 
justed her thick, black belt. It was good to be able to wear 
belts again. Every time she gained a little weight she stopped 
wearing them, and each time she was sure that at her age 
the weight would never leave. Now in her fitted, black skirt 
and pumps she looked better than most teenagers, at least 
from a distance. ... maybe for the last time. 

Meg set the timer on her camera, stepped back and waited. 

Joel’s girlfriend had asked to see a picture of his mother. 
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The trick as Meg saw it was to look pretty good in the picture 
but still recognizable as herself. She would dress well before 
their first meeting, so the look should be believable when 
they met. 

The shutter clicked just as Meg heard a car door slam. It 
reminded her that George was supposed do more renovations. 
Uploading the picture would have to wait. 

Meg rushed upstairs and hastily changed into jeans and 
a sweat shirt, but no one rang the doorbell. 

“It must have been a neighbor,” she breathed. 

She took her time putting away the good clothes. There 
was even time to remove the sheet from the wall and upload 
the picture before she heard a knock on the door. 

This would be George’s last free renovation, since Sarah 
had recently pronounced him cured. He hadn’t done much 
but everything helped. Meg opened the door. 

“T changed all the wheel rims and tires on your car,” 
George announced. “The tires are brand new snow tires. I 
took away your tires and wheel rims for a car I’m trying to 
sell in pieces.” 

Meg was shocked. 

“George, those were new, all-season radials. I just bought 
them!” 

“Well, the tires you got are really good and I left you 4 
others that you can change them for in the summer.” 

Meg stepped out to see the tires George had stacked in 
her garage. 

“George, these are bald. You took away new tires. I can’t 
use these.” 

“Well Pll bring back your tires and wheel rims when I’m 
done selling the car for parts. Then you can have them all.” 
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It seemed like a reasonable deal and the snow tires were 
great. Unfortunately George’s wheel rims leaked so that Meg 
had to keep filling the tires with air. 

In the days that followed Meg tried to check on the status 
of her tires but no one answered George’s phone. 

Sarah stopped seeing Meg too, with the excuse that Christ- 
mas was coming, but within a month she received an email 
from Sarah inviting her to a weekend workshop. Sarah hinted 
that she needed someone to write about her psychotherapeu- 
tic discoveries. Meg took the opportunity to ask about the 
missing wheels. 

Sarah reminded Meg that she had been very clear that 
she would not pay capitol costs for George’s help. Then she 
sent another e-mail about the workshop, hinting again that 
she needed someone to write about her discoveries. This 
time Meg ignored it. 

Sarah seemed to have a lot of people working for her for 
free. Also she had visibly squirmed when Meg told her she 
was recording sessions with clients on her note pad, verbatim. 
Sarah knew what she was doing but reporting her to some 
authority was also out of the question. Meg knew that group 
members would protect Sarah. 

She never saw Sarah or George, or the wheels, again. 


This Christmas a cozy fire was crackled in the little, old 
stove that George had traded for her big one. Though less 
expensive, this one was better suited to her needs. Outside 
the wind lifted snow and drove it against the window. She 
was just another older woman sitting in silence with a cat 
on her lap, daydreaming. 
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Meg wondered if Mrs. Mandell would have had a chance 
to navigate a social network of crazy people and end up with 
a stove. Those were simpler days when con men might buy 
an old lady’s treasure for a dollar at a yard sale and never 
look back. That still happened but overall life was much 
more complicated these days and in this case the main con 
was a woman. 

A cobweb straggled from the ceiling, blackened by soot. 
She would have to clean those things up. Meg sipped the 
dandelion tea that was helping to keep her migraines away 
and thought of Joel. In a week she would meet his fiancée. 
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Joel 


Meg had to blow the snow out of the driveway twice that 
day and to shovel a ridge left by the snow plow three times. 

“What a day to travel to Canada from a summer in 
China,” she breathed. 

By now snow was drifting in stripes across the street, 
but the sun shone in a sky like blue crystal. Residues of the 
snow squalls, that had battered Meg’s little country subdi- 
vision off and on all day, formed cliffs along her driveway 
and lined the path to the front door. Satisfied that the drive 
was passable again, Meg returned her attention to the clean 
and welcoming nest that she had been preparing for over a 
month. 

Joel had insisted that Meg not meet them at the airport, 
to save her having to fight Toronto traffic “in who knows 
what kind of weather”. He and Lin Loo would rent a car in 
Toronto and use it throughout their winter vacation. 

Meg closed the door behind her, she hoped for the last 
time that day. The air inside was filled with the scent of ap- 
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ple peels and cinnamon simmering on the wood stove. Four 
baked potatoes rested on a grid by the pipe, waiting to split 
their skins. It was at that point that they were most deli- 
cious. Though Joel had warned her not to use up her food or 
extra electricity on their behalf she had even baked an apple 
pie from apples that she dried in the fall. 

Meg had already brought in wood and supplies, prepared 
Joel’s old room, made a few souvenirs and photographed her 
whole house - proof for later that it could sometimes be clean. 
Now all she had to do was wait. 

At last a silver smart car pulled into the driveway. The 
door hung open for a moment before one long leg emerged. 
Two big, black-gloved paws slid around the upper edges of 
the opening and a lanky figure emerged. Joel was tall with 
his father’s willowy build, broad shoulders and square jaw. 
A sudden gust of wind swept a shock of blond hair across 
flashing, blue eyes. By now his bride to be towered over the 
car on the other side, long, black hair lashing her face. The 
car already sported a dusting of snow as the sky closed in. 

Joel rushed to the side of his bride-to-be and guided her 
through snow canyons into the deep heat of Meg’s crackling 
fire. 

Lin Loo was much taller than Meg expected, only a head 
shorter than Meg’s 6 foot 6 son. She held her willowy body 
in a slump, sometimes characteristic of girls who had grown 
up towering above their peers. In a place like China, Lin 
Loo’s height would have been especially unusual. These days 
the same slump was worn, worldwide, by people of any size 
who had spent too much time in non-ergonomic positions at 
computers ... or by people who were just cold. 

Lin Loo straightened and stretched by the stove as Meg 
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hung their coats on near-by hooks. A giant arm circled Meg’s 
shoulder and life felt complete again. With tears in her eyes 
Meg let Joel lead her to the smiling black eyes that would 
shape her son’s future. 

She cried. Meg thought she had forgotten how to cry but 
now she sobbed uncontrollably in the arms of a beautiful, 
black-eyed stranger. It was too late to think about cultural 
niceties or losing face, or what these tears might do to Lin 
Loo’s beautiful, red, silk blouse. These were lonely tears, 
desperate tears, tears of relief - all the tears that weren’t cried 
for the last three years since Joel left, because life was almost 
but not quite hard enough to make her cry - or because, 
"What was the point?’ 

She forced a smile through her tears before attempting to 
look bravely into two perplexed faces. Meg’s embarrassment 
was palpable. Lin Loo saved the moment. 

“Don’ worry. I take good care of him,” she said with 
mock earnestness, gesturing casually toward Joel. 

Lin Loo’s laughing eyes met Meg’s and everyone laughed 
at the absurd notion that this giant of a man might need 
protection. 

“Well, let me show you to your quarters,” Meg offered. 
“Then we can enjoy some refreshments.” 

Joel had already told Meg that they would be sharing 
his old room and Meg had done her best to make cramped 
quarters comfortable. The door swung open, just missing an 
extended, double roll-away bed layered up with 6 comforters. 
Lila had donated the comforters believing that each would 
need three on their own bed if they weren’t married yet. 
There was just enough room to walk down the side of the 
bed from the door, and around the end once the door was 
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closed. Another door at the foot of the bed opened into a 
small closet. 

“Well, Loo-Loo, this is where I grew up,” said Joel. 

Lin Loo sat on the bed and pushed a suit case toward the 
end. She said something in Mandarin that made Joel blush. 
Then without missing a beat she opened the suit case and 
flashed a smile at Meg. 

“This for you,” she said, pulling out a small package. 

The package contained a small, colourful wind chime. As 
Meg lifted it from the box it sang with a quaint, harmonic 
tinkle. 

“They tune these,” said Joel. “It’s a special kind.” 

Lin Loo said something else in Mandarin and asked Joel 
to translate. 

“She says that this one might be a bit too subtle for 
Canada’s winter wind,” he said. 

Again they all laughed. Meg hung the little chimes from 
the banister by the door and proceeded to the wood stove 
where dinner was ready for the final touches. 

For the rest of the evening, for the next five days, they 
lived as though suspended in a moment. For the first two 
days they were snowed in but no one was restless. When 
conversation started to wane, Lin Loo’s sense of humor took 
over. When the storm abated and Joel and Meg had cleared 
the snow they visited near-by cities, restaurants and scenes. 

Lin Loo had never been out of China before and relished 
every moment and every new food, though she spent most 
of the time at Meg’s house as close as possible to the stove. 

The time for departure seemed to crash in on them sud- 
denly. Joel and Lin Loo had hastily packed the night before 
for this early morning departure. The atmosphere was more 
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stunned than sombre. For once even Lin Loo was silent. 

At the front door, Joel turned to Meg for a good-bye hug. 

“Loo-Loo’s mother has a small place in Taiwan. That’s 
where I’ll be doing my next teaching gig. We'll stay with 
her until we can find a place. It would be crowded but if 
you get tired of Canadian winters we could have the whole 
family together,” he said. “Think about it.” 

He squeezed her hand one last time and stepped into the 
crisp, winter air. Lin Loo followed, boots squeaking in the 
packed snow that covered the walk. Half way to the car she 
stopped for a moment, turned and came back. She reached 
a gloved hand to Meg’s face. With frozen breath she softly 
said, 

“Somewhere in Taiwan, old woman sit by herself. You 
could sit with her - learn some Mandarin - not be alone...” 

There was no hint of patronization. Meg knew that in 
China older people were valued. She smiled back. 

“T will think seriously about that,” Meg responded. 

The thought of being crowded into a small apartment 
with a woman she didn’t know, who didn’t speak the same 
language, was unappealing. Lin Loo understood. 

“Next year when you come for wedding, you will know.” 
Lin Loo winked over her shoulder as she walked away. 

Then they were gone. A tiny, colourful chime sang in the 
icy draft as Meg closed the door. 

Suddenly her little house felt so big and empty. 
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Chapter 14 


Summer Protest Camp 


Meg. stepped gingerly out the back door and started toward 
the chicken coup. All the kids were afraid of the rooster. Like 
the others Meg usually cut a wide birth around the coop when 
playing in the back yard, but this time she was determined to 
lose her fear. Her frail, 3-year-old form was, after all, bigger 
than that of the bird. 

Boldly she strode, basket in hand, right across the invisi- 
ble boundary patrolled by the bird. His blood-curdling screech 
split the air as he lunged like a bolt of feathered lightening, 
claws flailing. Meg lunged forward, straight at the bird. For 
a split second the surprised bird froze in the air. He dropped 
to the ground in mid run, like a pile of confused feathers, and 
shot off in the other direction. Meg pursued just long enough 
to assert her dominance, and it was done. 

While the rooster eventually ended up on the table for 
chasing and pecking at her sister, following Meg’s courageous 
challenge he shared his territory with her, at least, for the 
rest of his short life. 
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It had been a long time since Meg had thought of the 
rooster but this morning she awoke to that memory, and for 
once without a migraine. The Feverfew she had been har- 
vesting seemed to reduce the migraines. She made a mental 
note to thank a First Nations medicine woman for teaching 
her the healing properties of that plant. 

And the dream ... Might Meg’s native friends interpret 
a story like that to mean that their fight to protect their 
precious water from exploitation by bullying corporations 
could be won? Did Meg’s subconscious just want to re-assure 
her that police harassment wouldn’t happen again? 

Her First Nations friends seemed to find meaning in ev- 
erything. 

Local farmers had been fighting this pending environ- 
mental disaster for 25 years. More recently Native people 
joined the charge with their own peaceful camp-out. People 
from surrounding cities and cottagers from Toronto offered 
to post signs on the highways leading to cottage country. 
Lila supported the protest with letters to politicians. Shana 
wrote a punchy, supportive article in her column. Except 
for a very right-wing television station, which sent the only 
rude reporter, all of the local media were on-side. But by far 
the most threatening development to the establishment was 
the alliance between local farmers and First Nations. When 
they got together the protest took on a life of its own. 

And apart from some threats to bring in Mohawk war- 
riors, and the occasional comment that if garbage tried to 
pass through the gate they would “go Caledonian on their 
ass”,' the protest remained completely peaceful. Even the 





'Gindin, Jona, “Canada’s Original Sin”, Stirrings, February 2008 
Mohawk blockade stops traffic near Kane- 
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protest at Caledon, where Mohawk warriors blocked a high- 
way, had been peaceful. “Warlike activity” involved standing 
where you were not supposed to and occasionally insulting 
the police. Any physical violence had always come first from 
the police. 

Meg’s Native friends had recently held a drum-social on 
the farmer’s field across from the proposed dump site. She 
was unable to attend, but heard that it was “awesome”. To- 
day would be a tamer day, the usual Saturday feast. 

Every Saturday all of the local farmers gathered with 
the Native campers for a festive potluck. There were the 
regulars, of course, but you never really knew who else you 
would meet there. Representatives from Greenpeace, the 
Council of Canadians, the Local Green Party, the NDP and 
even the United Nations had all stopped by. Supportive 
politicians from all levels of government staged photo-ops. 
Most of all, Meg liked this opportunity to meet a diversity 
of people with different views, held together in harmony by a 
common goal. Natives kept the sacred fire alive and burned 
sage and sweet grass to purify and protect the site. Farmers 
prayed in their churches every Sunday that the protest would 
work and came out regularly in support. No one way of life 
dominated. 

There was also no hurry to get there. This party was 
ongoing, day and night. 

Meg mused that Sarah would have loved an invitation to 
that party. She was always asking Meg to introduce her to 
artists and spiritual people. It wouldn’t have mattered in 





satake {near Caledon, Ontario], CTV.ca, 
http://www.ctv.ca/servlet /ArticleNews/story /CTVNews/1049247953772_ 85//, 
Apr. 1, 2003 
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the end. Unless you were willing to pay her in some way 
or at least join her cult, Sarah wouldn’t hang around long 
anyway. 

Meg rummaged in her closet for a long, black, corduroy 
skirt that she wore to most ceremonies and events. First 
Nations people liked women to wear a skirt to most of these 
things. A shapeless, light blue T shirt with flowers printed 
on the front would do for the top, and no one there had ever 
complained about her army-camouflage Birkenstocks. She 
completed the ensemble with a chunky, red, Indian-beaded 
necklace, a gift from Spirit Woman, and left immediately. 

The camp consisted of a string of tents and a tee pee 
along the edge of a clover field that faced the proposed dump 
site. A farmer’s wagon planted in the field held an enormous 
sign complaining about this wanton waste of water. The 
wagon doubled as a stage from which protesters and politi- 
cians would speak to crowds that sometimes gathered there. 
Four port-a-potties perched in the clover. A string of smoke 
curled from the centre of a long, tent-like structure referred 
to as “the lodge”. 

When Meg arrived the camp was almost empty. Kelly, 
one of the organizers, was on her way home for a shower. 
Kelly was a blue-eyed blond-haired Status Indian who had 
experienced discrimination from both cultures. Still, she 
fought valiantly to preserve the culture of her people. Kelly 
greeted Meg warmly at the gate. Over by the stage, Spirit 
Woman chatted with her East Indian friend and constant 
companion, Sunshine. Meg joined her there. 

“Come. We are going into the tent to offer medicines on 
the sacred fire.” 

Spirit woman lead Meg and Sunshine through a series of 
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rituals in the lodge. When they re-emerged into the sunlight 
the camp was already filling up. Some young men played gui- 
tar and sang together around a second fire. In another area, 
a flutist played to the sound of Indian drums and shakers. 
Spirit Woman, Sunshine and Meg settled into some chairs to 
quietly observe the flow of humanity into the camp. That’s 
when Meg noticed White Wolf. 

She was sure she had seen him before. She just didn’t 
know where. Time and again her eyes rested on him as he 
stood among a crowd of Native men, white, shoulder-length 
hair lifted gently by the breeze. Once in a while the breeze 
also carried his nasal voice. She had heard that voice before. 

Spirit Woman interrupted her thoughts. 

“She doesn’t like people to know it, but she is trained as 
a medical doctor,” she said, gesturing to Sunshine, who had 
just left their circle to get a drink of water. 

“Have you been teaching her your medicines?” Meg asked. 

Meg’s eyes wandered back to the men’s circle. She thought 
this man looked calm - planted, but there was a weariness 
about him. 

Before Spirit Woman could answer, Meg heard herself 
ask who that man was. 

“Oh, he’s big in the community. You’ll see him around a 
lot,” Spirit Woman responded. 

That explained very little but it was strangely satisfying. 
Meg returned to the question of why Sunshine would leave 
a lucrative career as a doctor to serve a medicine woman. 

“She just prefers our ways.” 

This answer also felt like enough. It was easy to sit in 
the sun and the breeze, listening to the ebb and flow of soft 
voices. Meg couldn’t help thinking that this was what life 
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was really meant to be like. 

The crowd grew steadily all day. Soon there were people 
setting out the potluck feast. 

Kelly, having returned from her shower, approached Meg’s 
circle. Kelly was the reason Meg had started coming in the 
first place. She was almost too sweet, a quality that stood 
in stark contrast with the warrior spirit of her husband Dan. 

“Dan wants to talk to you about our bad experiences 
with the OPP”, she announced. “He says to meet him by 
the sacred fire.” 

Kelly got a ticket too. 

She lead Meg to the enormous lodge, built to withstand 
the wind of an open field. Meg found Dan seated at the far 
end. 

“Tell me about your experience with the police,” he be- 
gan. 

Meg recounted a recent harassment in detail, concluding 
with her usual observation that if you treat ordinary citizens 
like criminals you turn them into criminals. Her explanation 
of the officer’s behavior was suddenly interrupted by a laugh. 
Just to her left sat the man with shoulder-length white hair. 

“Well I had the same kind of experience but I was speed- 
ing,” said Dan angrily. “Those bullies on the police force 
don’t have to humiliate us. Look! He even filled out the 
part that says how much I pay ... on the one J’m supposed 
to fill out! What did you fill out?” 

Meg tried to remember the wording beside the box she 
had ticked before sending in the ticket itself. 

“You said you were guilty!” Dan said angrily. “You 
should have just taken him to court! Anyway, you’re sup- 
posed to hang on to that part and bring it with you.” 
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“Like my word against a police officer’s would be worth 
anything- even though he was wrong,” Meg responded. 

Dan became frustrated with Meg’s passivity. 

“Fine! Do it the way you want,” he said. 

Dan stomped out. 

The white-haired man leaned forward, his clean-shaven 
face outlined in the firelight. 

“Did you come from the mountains?” he asked. 

“Mountains? You mean the west coast?” 

“That’s where the mountains are.” 

“Well, there might be some small ones around here. No. 
I’m not from the mountains.” 

“... Because I had a vision of you coming down from the 
mountains. It could be spiritual too, like coming to greater 
understanding.” 

“It would be nice to have that happen. Goodness knows 
I’ve worked hard enough at it,” Meg said. 

The man laughed again. 

“T know I’ve seen you before,” Meg said. 

“Maybe it was my twin brother, Bob - Bob Hawk? He’s 
bigger than me.” 

“He has the same voice as you too,” said Meg, at last 
piecing together the puzzle. Bob had drawn her attention in 
similar fashion at a conference once. These men just seemed 
to stand out. 

“Bob moved to Toronto to be a counselor there,” White 
Wolf continued. 

“Then that is our loss,” Meg answered sincerely. 

Bob had been very active in the Native community in the 
area and perhaps the only person who went into the prisons 
to talk to the inmates, most of whom were First Nations. 
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“Some people say I’m a seer,” White Wolf continued. 

“Well, what do you see for this site?” asked Meg. 

“T wish the water would just well up in the middle of it, 
right now. I think that if they don’t put the dump site here 
they’ll put it somewhere else.” 

White Wolf had a calming personality. No wonder peo- 
ple gravitated to him. There were so few stable people in 
this community as it emerged from more than a century of 
oppression. 

White Wolf explained that he was neither here nor there 
when he was growing up. People off the reserve treated him 
like someone from the reserve and people on the reserve al- 
ways beat him up. In his late teens he traveled through the 
States. The only place where he felt he belonged was with 
the medicine men he encountered there. At last he decided 
to come home. He was now living at home with his 12 year 
old son. For a living he used to work with severely mentally 
handicapped people. Now he was on disability. Like Meg he 
came to these gatherings for the social life. 

“Have you written about your travels?” asked Meg. 

“T’m getting old. I should write them down. Just haven’t 
gotten around to it yet.” 

“Well, when you do, ask me. [’ll tell you about the best 
on-line publishing company. There are several out there. 
One is the best. Most traditional publishing companies don’t 
take manuscripts from new authors any more. They’re hurt- 
ing. You want on-line publishing.” 

White Wolf looked amused. He took Meg’s card. She 
hoped he would use it. 

“You know, I felt fear coming here today,” White Wolf 
continued. “Some of the women running the camp accused 
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me of things. It hurts to be rejected by your own people.” 

“T was uncomfortable too, but because I can’t see myself 
going to jail at this point,” Meg offered. 

“Well, that too. Actually, that’s what it was about. I 
told them to stay with the Aniswabic ways of peace, on the 
legal side of the road. That’s why they rejected me.” 

White Wolf sat back and dragged on his cigarette. "Why 
do they all have to smoke?’ Meg wondered. 

“Tm from Ontario but when I hit my teens I left to travel 
in the States. The only place where I really felt at home was 
with the medicine men,” White Wolf continued. 

His look of weariness returned. He seemed lonely. 

“You know, there are spirits who used to be alive who 
stay around to help us, and they sit in council. There are 
other levels of existence beyond that but these ones decided 
to stay around a little longer to help out.” 

He took another drag. Thankfully, the smoke was being 
drawn up and out through the hole in the lodge roof. 

“You have a lot of helpers,” he added. 

“So I’ve been told,” said Meg. 

“Not surprising that others saw it too,” White Wolf re- 
sponded. 

Meg thought of Lila and her personal relationship with 
Jesus Christ. So many people seemed to need invisible friends. 
Lila had been drawn into religion through fear-based dog- 
mas, despite her family’s position of relative social privilege. 
Her religion caused her to fear and then provided a way out 
through obedience. 

White Wolf’s “council” was also a form of refuge, but 
from a life of social rejection and abuse by authority. 

He shifted his weight slowly forward. White Wolf always 
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moved slowly. 

“Well, I think Pll go out and hear what the speakers have 
to say.” 

Meg agreed, a little sorry that it might end the connec- 
tion. But White Wolf didn’t leave her side for some time. 
They stood side by side watching the speakers, and then 
while warming up by the fire. He told her she must be spir- 
itually developed because it felt good to be near her. Then 
he hugged her lightly with one arm before sauntering off to 
be with his son. 

Two very different worlds felt a little less lonely for a 
while when they stood side by side in silence. 
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White Wolf 


“Did you ever see the movie, “What Women Want?”” White 
Wolf asked. 

Two days had passed since their meeting at the camp and 
now he sat for the first time in Meg’s living room. 

Meg hadn’t seen the movie so he explained that according 
to the movie women want security, which he can’t offer. It 
seemed ironic since the few men with whom Meg had been 
involved had been a drain on her limited resources. They 
had tried to present themselves as a good investment in other 
ways, however. At least White Wolf was being honest. 

“You share what you can share,” Meg responded. 

For Meg that didn’t include living with someone, espe- 
cially someone who might not cover all of his own costs. Sex, 
on the other hand, could be possible, along with some shar- 
ing of culture. 

“T don’t do anything half way,” White Wolf continued. 

Well, that ruled that out. Meg wasn’t sure she could do 
this without attachment anyway and lack of attachment was 
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another of her prerequisites. Maybe it would be just as well 
if he was deciding not to see her again. 

“Tt feels as if there’s a wall around you,” he said. 

“There is.” 

“It sounds like some men have taken things from you.” 

“Like I said, you share what you can share. We don’t 
have to live together or anything but maybe there are things 
we can share.” 

“Well, maybe,” he said, in his characteristic deep, slow 
voice. 

The visit had stretched into the evening. A full moon 
cast shadows through Meg’s patio door. When a person 
takes a long time to tell his stories time can seem to stand 
still. Meg moved to switch on a light. How had she missed 
the sun going down? 

White Wolf launched into descriptions of his spirituality, 
and the book he intended to write about it. In the midst 
of his long monologue he inserted the statement that blue 
energy dots appearing in front of his television screen had 
told him that he didn’t “need to turn tail and run” from her. 
He left her with the story of three fires side by side, all lit 
by one with the help of a gust of wind. 

The next evening White Wolf called to confess his own 
reluctance to bring down his emotional walls, and to question 
where Meg wanted the relationship to go. 

“There’s no hurry. It takes a long time to get to know 
someone, and I’m not going anywhere,” she responded. “Any- 
way, there are things standing in the way right now, like 
distance and our respective states of poverty.” 

“If your house was bigger I’d rent a room,” said White 
Wolf. 
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“It’s not bigger, and anyway you'd have to quit smoking 
for good first.” 

“T plan to do that.” 

Meg wanted him to quit but she didn’t want to be the rea- 
son because then he would just start again if things weren’t 
going his way. 

“T’ll help you with your book. Someday if you can afford 
it maybe we can share a duplex or something.” 

It was crazy, two near-complete-strangers talking about 
living together. White Wolf had been a vagrant all his life, 
except when he was in University. In a way, so had Meg 
but she wasn’t ready to shack up with another vagrant - or 
anyone. Did Mrs. Mandell feel this oppressed at the thought 
of sharing her space? She bet that a beauty like Mrs. Mandel 
had refused many such tantalizing offers even as she started 
to age. 

Meg decided to change the subject. 

“Do you ever go to the Healing Lodge?” 

“You remember John at the Healing Lodge?” 

“John who died?” 

“Well, I went to see him there once. That’s how I know 
where it is.” 

John was an elder who had suddenly died of a smoking 
related disease. 

“T was sorry to see John go,” said Meg. “He was a sensible 
person. But he smoked even in a sweat.” 

“Yeah, yeah...,” White Wolf breathed in his slow, deep 
voice. 

There was a pause. Pauses weren’t uncomfortable with 
White Wolf but over an auditory medium like the phone Meg 
still felt it necessary to renew the conversation. 
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“T hear a lot of the protesters are getting traffic tickets 
from the local police.” 

“Yeah ... I got one for going too slow ...” 

“So, how is the protest going?” 

“T went there yesterday. The farmers are helping to block 
the gates. If it was only Indians they would have been ar- 
rested long ago.” 

His people hadn’t listened when White Wolf advised them 
to take a more spiritual approach, remaining on the legal side 
of the road to call the spirits through ritual practice. 

He continued. 

“Most of the people want to do it that way but the lead- 
ership are listening to the farmers. They want to do the 
blockade. Some single mothers have a lot to lose having 
their kids there if they get arrested. I hope the farmers are 
at the gates when the police finally come to clear the protest. 
The rest just go along.” 

In fact there was a rumor that the Children’s Aid Soci- 
ety (CAS) had been called to investigate one of the leaders, 
whose children played happily in the legal field across from 
the controversial dump site. The irony there was that the 
representative they would have to send to investigate was 
also taking his turn as a protester. 

“Well, ’m gonna go out back ’cause Bob from next door 
is there,” White Wolf concluded. He always ended conversa- 
tions abruptly. 

“Bye, White Wolf. I hope we'll talk again soon.” 

“Yeah ...” 
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Blind to the New 
Regime 


It had been a couple of weeks since Shana found a boyfriend, 
and Meg hadn’t heard from her in that time. Last week 
Shana had written an article in favor of the protest, for her 
column. A week after it was published her rolling stop at a 
country intersection got her: 

“Five fucking tickets! I would have only had three but 
some bald asshole cop came and gave me 2 more. He said I 
wouldn’t be able to drive for at least 3 months. Then he went 
to all the kids’ parents houses and told them I was driving 
without insurance, as if they didn’t know. There were, like, 
three cop cars spread all over the road all flashing and shit 
for my rolling stop!” 

Now there was something to talk about. 

“Then I found out the bald asshole cop was lying. I can 
drive after a week and a half. That’s what the insurance 
company told me.” 
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“Well, you never do anything half way,” said Meg. 

In Shana’s poverty-stricken little outpost in the country 
any incident with the police made you an instant hero and 
gave the local population one more reason to hate cops. They 
already spit on the floor when the local conservative-owned 
TV station showed glam shots of police officers holding ba- 
bies. 

“No wonder conservatives build big prisons as they come 
into power. It’s to hold all of the ordinary people they expect 
to turn into criminals,” Meg commiserated. 

“Anyways, I saved so much by not having insurance that 
it way more than pays for the ticket,” said Shana. “You 
know what one of the kids from the van said when the police 
came to his door? He said, “Well, that’s one thing I’ll cross 
off my list of things to be when I grow up.”” 

So, now Shana’s neighbors would also know that you can 
sometimes get away with driving without insurance for a 
while. Whatever. Even so-called law abiding citizens know 
that insurance is a racket. If life was fair, Meg might be angry 
with Shana. She might feel for the person who wouldn’t be 
compensated in an accident with someone who didn’t have 
insurance. But most people in Shana’s world had nothing to 
lose anyway. In the system as it existed, an accident could 
mean a windfall for them - if they won in court. Most likely 
they wouldn’t win against a person with money anyway, so 
insurance made no difference to them. 

“Anyways, someone stole my broken computer from the 
house. It was a piece of shit,” Shana continued. 

“Do you have home insurance?” 

“No. The bank just renews my mortgage as long as I 
pay. Do you think they want to be stuck with a ’piece of 
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shit’ house?” 

“Don’t they ask?” 

“Yes. I just say that nothing’s changed.” 

“T guess there was only one year when that was a lie,” 
Meg chuckled. 

When you’ve fallen through the society’s cracks you start 
to have a different sense of humor. Shana had been living 
on the edge all her life. They laughed at the irony. 

“So, how did the parents feel?” Meg asked. 

“T asked one of the kids what his parents said when the 
cop came over. He says his dad said, 

“What’s that fucking cop doing at my door?” 

I’ve given them so much free babysitting already and I 
doubt if anything will change. The same kids are all over at 
my house right now. It felt weird to think I couldn’t drive 
for months but my boyfriend was supportive. If I didn’t have 
my on-line sex job I mighta thought to go on Welfare for a 
month or so if I couldn’t drive. That’s all.” 

Shana started talking about how all you had to do to pay 
a ticket if you had a car was to take a crap job for a while, 
and Meg tuned out. 

The scenario reminded Meg of a song by the late Stan 
Rogers, “The Wreck of the Athens Queen” !. Years be- 
fore she had played the song for her Nova Scotian parents. 
They would have been very young when poverty - stricken, 
ex-fishermen in their area were looting the ships that ran 
aground on rocks. Both parents’ eyes had misted over with 
nostalgia, and her mother softly said, 





TRogers, Stan, “The Wreck of the Athen’s Queen”, 
http://www.stlyrics.com/songs/s/stanrogers9907 /thewreckoftheathensqueen32475¢ 
ST Lyrics, 2002 
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“...and no one ever told.” 

Shana was still spouting corporate propaganda when Meg 
cut in. 

“A friend of mine’s 14-year-old son tried to help a kid 
who was running away from home. The police really bullied 
him and threatened to charge him. My friend says we’re 
watching the rise of fascism here and no one seems to see it.” 

Shana didn’t seem to hear. Meg continued. 

“What happened to that great detachment they used to 
have for youth? They were so well trained in mediation tech- 
niques and very impressive in their dealings with a troubled 
youth I met once,” Meg added. 

“T know a lot of the girls on this line are owned by guys 
and that the call centres create ads to push up the bidding,” 
Shana said, returning the conversation to her work. “They 
also plant feedback.” 

On Shana’s sex line the girls had to bid for the opportu- 
nity to take some guy’s money. 

“Usually I get $100 a day. One day over 50% went to 
advertising. The cost of bidding has doubled. Sometimes a 
guy will call you up and then hang up after a minute. Then 
you know he’s working for the centre,” she said. 

Shana complained that the job was wearing her out. Her 
“day” might include pulling an all-nighter to work hard at 
the thing she loves - pushing guys around. 

Then she abruptly changed the subject. 

“T’m a good mother. Ido my kids homework like everyone 
else. I go to bat for my kids at school.” 

Shana was a local sensation because of her column in the 
paper and that worked in her and her kids favor with the 
teachers as well. 
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“T won’t argue with that,” Meg said. 

Most of the kids who seem to be succeeding had parents 
doing their essays through high school. When officials had 
told parents to get involved in their children’s education that 
probably wasn’t what they had in mind. 

“Well, who has time to do all that crap and have a life?” 
Shana asked. 

“Really, kids are getting to university these days unable 
to read and write. I think it’s because they've been under too 
much pressure to learn things before they were cognitively 
ready. They’re burnt out,” said Meg. 

“Well, I’m going to be rich someday and retire young ...” 

She was already not young. That was Meg’s cue to tune 
out again. She remembered the words of her late father back 
in the sixties, 

“The way things are going they’ll need a workforce of 
very highly skilled people who are willing to work for very 
little, and they don’t know yet how they’re going to do that 
yet.” 

If the plan was to push kids too hard and make them feel 
like failures, the new education system was succeeding. Any 
plan to make them learn faster was obviously failing. On 
the other hand, with the help of their parents some young 
people were able to succeed all the way through university. 
Unless their parents were very well off, by the time these 
kids graduated their debts were so high that they had to 
take any job they could get. Young people with one or more 
Masters degrees would show up at Meg’s door as vacuum 
cleaner sales people and tell her that they were planning to 
go back to school for a degree in something else. Most young 
graduates were looking at at least 20 years of hard labor to 
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pay off their post secondary education. Maybe this was the 
plan. A population in debt isn’t in a position to complain, 
or to stay out of the army. 

Then there was the government program to subsidize 
large corporations that pay their employees very little. Peo- 
ple who had lost their jobs as industries crashed had to do 
something. Governments tried to shore up the wealthy in for- 
merly wealthy industries while encouraging lower paid work- 
ers to take positions formerly occupied by the working poor. 
The government would then further subsidize the wealthy 
owners of these industries by helping to pay rent for their em- 
ployees. Entry-level jobs formerly occupied by students were 
at a premium and military personnel haunted the teacher’s 
lounges. Programs that encouraged an influx of workers into 
the trades had not yet kicked in but already the government 
was cutting taxes for corporations, ostensibly in hopes that 
they might use their extra wealth to help the economy in 
some way. There was no mechanism for corporate account- 
ability. 

And as the gap between the rich and poor widened a 
whole new culture of the poor seemed already to be devel- 
oping in Ontario, along with the rise of Fascism. 
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Cultural Crossover 


Shana called. 

“Where have you been? You’re never home.” 

“Out protesting.” 

“You're always out protesting. What ever happened to 
old women gossiping on the phone?” 

“From what I hear from the farm wives at the protest, 
most gossiping these days takes place between farmers when 
they meet one another at a crossroad. Everybody else is out 
protesting something or other. You’d think we were British 
Columbia.” 

“Do you want to hear what I’ve been doing lately?” Shana 
asked. 

“No. Everyone who is anyone is already at the protest. 
Gotta go...,” Meg replied. 

“Well, can I come?” 

“You'd be bored.” 

“No men to fuck?” 

“None with money.” 
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“Well, ’m going to be rich someday and I'll give you 
LO ics 

“Pardon me if I don’t return the favor. ...got to go.” 

“Awwww ... Can’t you even talk for a minute?” 

By this time Meg had already locked all but the door to 
the garage. For probably the first time in her life she over- 
rode her politeness instinct and ended the call abruptly. 

“Gotta go. Bye.” *click 

Meg wasn’t really late. It was hard to be late for anything 
organized by the Indians. But she was one of the last to 
arrive. 

There were probably 50 people at the camp, wandering 
around, socializing. Meg made her way through the crowd 
exchanging casual hugs and comments with acquaintances. 
Then she went to the lodge to smudge and offer tobacco and 
cedar. 

The lodge at the camp was constructed of tree branches 
lashed together with twine in the shape of a traditional long 
house, and covered by a series of nylon tarpaulins. A hole in 
the centre of the ceiling allowed smoke from the sacred fire to 
rise out of the lodge, but usually the tarps were kept rolled 
up along at least some of the sides to prevent the interior 
from getting too smoky. When Meg entered it was empty 
except for three elders gossiping at the back. 

Meg walked through the smoky interior in a clockwise 
fashion, according to the rules of this group, and selected 
some sage and cedar from the offering table. She placed 
them on the fire before scooping the smoke toward her with 
both hands. This smudge was intended to purify the spirit. 
Some people believed that it worked- some didn’t. All went 
through the motions when they entered the lodge. On her 
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way out she found White Wolf sitting by the door. 

“T just want to sit by the door because it’s too smoky in 
there, he offered.” 

She sat beside him. A moment later the lodge was full. 

Eagle Feather stood up. She was one of the leaders who 
had been born on the American side of the lakes, and there- 
fore no stranger to protests. 

“Well, we'll let it be up to the individual whether or 
not they want to be arrested,” she began. “Mostly it’s the 
farmers manning the blockade.” 

Some people had more to lose than others. 

An elderly woman stood up and told everyone that she 
was prepared to go to jail to protect the environment for her 
children. 

“There are elderly farmers who are also willing to go to 
jail,” said another voice. 

“It’s their prisons,” Eagle Feather joked. 

“These people didn’t build the prisons any more than we 
did,” another Native woman corrected. 

“Well, let’s all go around the circle and say who we are 
and what we can do to help the protest,” Eagle Feather con- 
cluded. 

The first person to speak was a white woman on the other 
side of White Wolf. Instead of sharing what she could do she 
wanted everyone to hold hands for a Christian prayer. Ev- 
eryone rose politely and took the hands of the people beside 
them. After all, the whole idea of a talking circle is that you 
respect each person and what they have to say. Most people 
here had some kind of creator in their mythology. 

The woman began: 

Oh lord ... blah blah blah ... Jesus, blah blah blah, blah 
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blah” 

She went on and on, often repeating herself. “How much 
could there be to say?” Meg wondered as she waited pa- 
tiently, glancing around the room. No one else seemed to 
mind. They were also looking around to see who was look- 
ing at whom. 

“Jesus, blah blah blah, ... blah, blah ...” 

It was interminable. Meg was beginning to feel the ir- 
ritation she always felt when people talked too much, only 
this time she couldn’t just put a phone down. No one else 
seemed to mind. They just kept looking around. 

At last it ended. 

“... Jesus, blah, blah, blah ... ... Amen.” 

In this crowd no one else said, “Amen.” They just quietly 
let go of hands and reseated themselves. During the quiet 
shuffle that followed only one voice was heard - White Wolf’s 
slow, deep drawl, 

“T got to hold your hand.” 

“That’s what I was thinking,” Meg laughed. 

Her eyes met the astonished eyes of another woman, a 
long-time acquaintance who had obviously never seen Meg 
as anything but Joel’s devoted mother. Even to one another 
women were seen as their role. 

The session continued. 

This person’s misplaced prayer was only the first of many 
long monologues. Native people like to talk. They often 
repeat themselves. They get emotional over their own words 
and then go on to repeat the emotional moment a few times. 
It took 4 hours for the ordeal (in Meg’s mind) to be over, 
but at least she was sitting by White Wolf. 

This was a patient culture that made space for everyone, 
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including impatient Meg and a person from the wrong re- 
ligion. It was a tired culture, beaten down, with very few 
educated members. It was a culture that to this day was be- 
ing manipulated by the same military mentality that almost 
destroyed it to begin with. 

A few days before, Meg had seen in the news the grotesque 
juxtaposition of an OPP Pow Wow and the threat that protesters 
at the camp would be arrested. A culture that makes room, 
made room for an ever militarizing police force to exploit this 
religious gathering in a Public Relations spectacle. At least 
First Nations people had the wisdom to realize that violence 
would also be exploited by their corporate oppressors. The 
protest remained peaceful and largely legal. According to 
farmers it was completely legal because their tax dollars had 
bought the land they were trying to protect from a corporate 
interest. 

Some protesters had nothing to lose. Others sacrificed 
their own time and in some cases their livelihood so that 
future generations might yet have arable land and clean wa- 
ter to drink. Sweet, elderly women sported the official title, 
“Domestic Terrorist” for opposing a corporate interest. 

Children played at the camp safe in the knowledge that a 
Native Children’s Aid worker was also one of the protesters. 
Cottagers joined in rallies featuring high-profile activists and 
politicians. Conspiracy theorists also arrived to share infor- 
mation about other conspiracies in the works. Lonely and 
isolated people came for the community atmosphere as much 
as anything. New Age people came to be close to the Indians 
and an elderly farmer who was willing to go to jail said the 
protest made him feel alive again. 

Meg felt deeply sad. 
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Chapter 18 


Protest Canadiana 


Only in Canada do protesters politely turn themselves in to 
the police when asked to do so the night before. That’s what 
a couple in their 80s with fragile health did. Thelma was 
baking tarts for her church on the evening when the police 
called to intimidate her and her husband, Joe. The police 
told them that they would be fined for resisting arrest. if 
they didn’t come to the court house in an hour. Fortunately 
a friend was able to attend in their stead, postponing their 
court date until the next morning. Police spokespersons told 
the media they made the arrest away from the protest site 
in order to keep it peaceful. It was more likely that they 
didn’t want to look bad to the media as they dragged senior 
citizens from the gates. 


Only a week before the police chief had come to the site 
in order to read the county’s injunction to the protesters. 
A video on You Tube captured the moment when his voice 
dried up. Smiling sweetly peaceful protesters served him a 
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glass of the purest water in the world.! 

It was a media nightmare for the powers that be. 

At first Meg thought, 

’.. all that training in civil disobedience and how to 
behave when arrested ... wasted! ... no limp bodies being 
dragged off here’ 

But it wasn’t wasted on a First Nations man who was 
unceremoniously dragged away the day after the elderly cou- 
ple’s arrest. From that moment participation at the camp 
would no longer be long periods of boredom punctuated with 
very tense moments. The real action in the protest had be- 
gun. 

The next morning, a crowd of over 100 cars followed the 
elderly protesters to the court house. Even the preacher 
came, reminding his spry, gray-haired contingent to remain 
orderly. Protesters, eyes bright with purpose, chatted ami- 
ably with the four police officers assigned to keep the peace. 
One farmer’s wife even suggested that the police might be 
on their side. 

“Maybe they arrested the elderly couple to help increase 
public outrage. They want to drink pure water too!” 

That was before the two of the young, First Nations 
women leading the protest were quietly arrested from the 
crowd and put in jail. 

At last Joe and Thelma emerged from the court house to 
the sound of thunderous applause. Then Joe, heart bypass 
and all, was taken off to jail. Thelma signed a paper saying 
that she would stay away from the gates so that she could 
still be helpful to the campers. 

These were not aging baby boomers taking a last stab at 





Based on an actual event: http://video.tiscali it /canali/truveo/2613506996.html 
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rebellion. This was the 50’s generation, peacefully standing 
up to a rising Fascist regime for the sake of their grandchil- 
dren. For their gentle efforts they gained the official title 
“Domestic Terrorist”. Who were the real terrorists here? 

From then on protesters were regularly dragged from the 
gates of the dump to allow corporate earth-raping machin- 
ery in. Farmers sounded an alarm as police arrived so that 
protesters who did not wish to be arrested would have time 
to cross the road away from the gates. Natives filled the jails, 
and sent in re-enforcements. 

With Gahndi-esque tenacity, a new wave of Blue Wave 
protesters moved in to take their place with every arrest. 
People who spent time at the camp across from the site were 
harassed by police at their own doors. But if the goal was 
to incite citizens to violence or to demoralize them, at least 
at this point bullying by their elected corporate puppets and 
the KGB-style tactics of the OPP had not worked. 

Meg wondered if there had ever been a democracy in 
Canada or when it had ceased to be one. The ugliness 
doesn’t really start to show until the gap between the rich 
and the poor reaches critical mass and starts to spread ex- 
ponentially. Comfortable people often refused to vote for 
one rich person or another who they know will do nothing 
for them. Even some poor people can be conned into voting 
for people who harm them, if they vote at all. In her day, 
someone like Mrs. Mandell would have simply been ignored, 
but then she lived in a different time, passively doing “the 
right thing”. In contrast, this elderly couple was filled with 
the purpose of saving the world for the next generation. 

Slick Warden Porgie had been elected on false premises. 
During the election he vowed to stop the dump. Once elected, 
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he used his deciding vote to make the dump a reality. No 
one doubted that he had his hand in some corporate pocket. 
Over night Warden Porgie had become the most hated man 
in the region. Prior to this issue, most people had really be- 
lieved that they were part of a democracy. When the protest 
camp took root, plans for the dump site were fast tracked. 
There would not be another election for a year. 

And now ordinary citizens were proudly being turned 
into criminals for demanding democracy. Every protester 
was monitored by the police. Within a day Face Book was 
alive with snide comments. 

“Thank you, County and OPP, for saving us from these 
tart baking, baby bonnet knitting, church going criminals. I 
know I am able to sleep better now.” 

Meg started posting links on Face Book to help people 
understand their rights - links that could show up in court 
as printed materials from the OPP. It wouldn’t matter that 
she wasn’t at the gates, or that Canada is supposed to have 
privacy laws. As it had been in the old Soviet Union, they 
could come and get her any time. The difference now was 
that people all over the world would know. No one had been 
able to stop the flow of free speech over the Internet, yet. 

But no one came to Meg’s door. There were far more 
high profile fish to fry. 

Many people like Meg didn’t spend a lot of time at camp, 
but enough spent some time that the camp was usually full. 

Battle-weary from years of protesting atrocities in the 
States, White Wolf didn’t spend much time at the camp ei- 
ther, or even attend most rallies. Two nights after the arrests 
he sat by Meg at her computer, shifting uncomfortably in his 
chair. He cleared his throat. 
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“What are you thinking?” 

Meg didn’t miss a beat. 

“There are four things that should be everyone’s birthright: 
food, water, shelter and the Internet.” 

“Oh.” 

“T was also wondering if for the first time in history a rise 
of Fascism could be averted before it was completed.” 

“Hmmmmmmm. Well, the best thing that could happen 
now is if that water was to bubble up and fill that hole they 
made. I keep praying for that to happen,” said White Wolf, 
extending the ’n’ of happen as though too lazy to stop saying 
the word. 

Meg pressed on with enthusiasm even as his voice faded. 

“Unlikely. The mod flows are going the wrong way. The 
county tried to sell the public on their idea for a dump based 
on water pressure from the spring coming up to cleanse ev- 
erything. How absurd. Even if that were true it has to 
go somewhere. Did you see the straw-man arguments the 
County used our tax dollars to send out to every household?” 

“No.” 

White Wolf took in the unreachable sadness in Meg’s 
eyes. He really didn’t care what might happen next with the 
dump site. He had too many issues with survival himself, 
and a young son to find someone to care for. This woman 
wasn’t going to take him in, at least not today. 

“Well, I have to go now,” he said, standing slowly. 

Meg rose too and hugged him, as she did every time 
White Wolf was leaving. His responses to hugs not initiated 
by him varied. This time it was cool. Usually when they 
parted Meg assumed that she would never see him again. He 
was unpredictable and she wasn’t about to waste emotional 
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energy on anticipation. It was easier that way. 

Meg found herself wishing he was willing to accept the 
only kind of relationship he seemed to be capable of himself 
- distant, sporadic and without economic contributions. 

Turning away, White Wolf mumbled, 

“T can’t have a relationship. I don’t have any money.” 

If he hadn’t already tied her hands Meg might have dis- 
agreed and told him that his economic issues were not an 
impediment. But it was too late for that. He laid his cards 
on the table when he told her that he hoped she wouldn’t 
have sex with someone unless they had a relationship. A re- 
lationship in White Wolf’s world involved economic ties and 
a woman’s role as subservient caregiver. How was that ap- 
pealing? Her life was already an exercise in forced modesty. 
Poor as she was, at least Meg had shelter. Lonely as she 
was, at least she didn’t have to take care of someone else, 
or worse still, take orders from him. Why couldn’t men just 
make love and say goodbye like they used to want to do when 
they were younger? 

“It would be like a long-distance relationship given our 
respective levels of poverty,” said Meg. “We live just far 
enough apart for the cost of gas to be an issue.” 

White Wolf slowly turned toward Meg, paused and turned 
back. 

“Yeah,” he said as he disappeared through the door. 
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Legally Insane 


It took a long time for Kelly’s alleged traffic offense to come 
up in court. Shana had hers months before, but then she 
would have had a much higher profile on the corporate agenda 
due to the article she published. Knowing her own propen- 
sity to cry during a confrontation Kelly brought a sensible 
acquaintance along - Meg. Now she found herself wishing 
that someone else was representing her instead of just acting 
as a witness and providing support. 


The court room was packed - so packed that even people 
charged with an offense couldn’t find a seat. A long cue of 
ordinary, working Canadians formed in the crowded hallway 
outside court room 5, waiting to hear their names over the 
loud-speaker. Kelly had managed to squeeze into a seat. In- 
side, near the judge’s desk, seven uniformed OPP officers 
bantered and joked among themselves. Guns and walkie 
talkies bulged from their belts; decalled arms stretched over 
the backs of benches; legs sprawled casually in front of them. 
A young, blond woman clearly enjoyed her position at the 
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microphone as she authoritatively called each “criminal” to 
the front to speak to the prosecutor. It was the prosecutor’s 
job to make as many deals as possible with the accused in 
order to avoid costly trials, and possible loss of face for the 
officers should the odd person win. Most took the deal. The 
reasons were clear. 

“You can do that?” said Kelly. “Everyone who came 
to court got off with a smaller fine! It’s really worth doing 
this!” 

The circus continued. Clearly the authorities would pre- 
fer it if everyone would just take the deal. They couldn’t 
lose either way and might get to go to lunch earlier. 

At first Kelly refused her offer. She had a good case. 
She had been treated badly by the officer who stopped her. 
What she lacked was the personal presence to pull it off, and 
she knew it. As the morning wore on she became more and 
more nervous. They were leaving her case until last. 

The prosecutor joked about a foreign name that sounded 
a bit sexual in English. The judge and all of the officers 
shared a chuckle as the man approached the bench to accept 
his “deal”, 

“These are supposed to be professionals,” said Kelly. 

“They do make good Nazis, don’t they?” Meg responded. 

Not everyone played the game. Many of these people 
couldn’t have fit the rigid structure of court protocol if they 
tried. They forgot to bow, spoke out of turn, didn’t always 
listen to instructions. These were ordinary citizens so their 
minor court transgressions were usually overlooked, perhaps 
expected. But it was all about money and protocol in the 
end. 

During court recess officers reassured one-another that it 
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wasn’t their problem. So, they did have hearts that they 
were trying to hide from themselves. What is wrong with 
this system? 

Kelly’s officer called her out to try to convince her to take 
the deal. She was steadfast, honestly claiming poverty and 
innocence. 

“T find that hard to believe ...” the officer began with an 
air of authority. 

His expression changed as Meg’s calm voice interjected, 

“They really are very close to the line.” 

Finally it was time for the trials. First up was a man 
who didn’t speak English. His interpreter made it clear that 
he had been treated rudely by the police officer who charged 
him with speeding. That was deemed irrelevant. How could 
an officer be expected to explain things to someone with 
whom he was unable to communicate? He tried to explain 
that he couldn’t have been speeding on the curve where he 
was stopped but was unable to state exactly the speed he was 
going. The officer, a professional driver used to traveling at 
high speeds, countered by stating that he had traveled that 
curve at high speeds many times. The man’s fine was raised. 

Had the officer been more respectful would this man have 
even been in court? Did anyone care that the treatment of 
this dignified man visiting Canada would reflect on our image 
elsewhere in the world? 

Then it was Kelly’s turn. 

Once more Kelly was offered an opportunity to make a 
deal. This time she took it. The authorities remaining in the 
courtroom were visibly relieved. It seemed that no one really 
wanted to squash the sweet Kelly now that they were face 
to face. Perhaps it helped a little that she looked Caucasian 
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and spoke English. 

Meg was relieved that Kelly didn’t mention her involve- 
ment with the dump site, which everyone knew was the real 
reason behind her presence in the courtroom. 

At last the people who were the system started packing 
up. It was, after all, all in a day’s work. 

“You should try having to go through this every day,” 
the judge smiled sadly. 

“T would probably make that sacrifice for your salary,” 
Meg quipped softly. Then she added, 

“... but I know it would be hard.” 

She bowed respectfully and left quickly, hoping that when 
her turn came she would get a different judge. 

Shortly after her ordeal in the courts, Kelly moved out 
of province to fight for a better life for her relatives in the 
Yukon. 

Meg returned to the day to day machinations of a life 
lived alone. But the protest had opened a world and intro- 
duced new people into Meg’s life. Cautiously, she was ready 
to explore. 
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Chapter 20 


Elliot 


There seem to be a few approaches that men take when 
courting older women, some no different from the way many 
men “court” younger women. In the case of older women, 
though, they may also play on her loneliness or try to make 
her feel young and wanted again. 

Bribery seems to top the list for any age. Since most 
women are at a distinct financial disadvantage with their 
male peers at any given stratum of society, men from their 
socioeconomic group may try to bribe them with material 
goods only slightly beyond their financial reach. (Older 
women are not usually on the radar of men of means.) 


This is how bribery works: Men pretend that they are 
going to give their target woman something, and then with- 
hold it long enough to get at least a commitment for what it 
is that they want. The smarter men will first probe her for 
specifics. Is she looking for romance, money, security - and 
what do these things mean to her? These men will then hold 
out the promise of eventual fulfillment like a carrot before 
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the proverbial donkey cart. They may trickle a few items her 
way with the implied promise that there’s more where that 
came from. If they find her unresponsive after accepting a 
token gift, they will exaggerate their generosity and remind 
her that she owes them. 

Another approach is the plea patheticque. Even men who 
don’t specifically want her to be their full time “mother” may 
play on women’s sympathies and sense of guilt to acquire a 
caregiver for themselves for a time, along with maybe half 
her equity. 

Flattery can take many forms but the older a woman gets 
the more likely men are to try to make her feel attractive like 
when she was young. If it’s an older man who is doing the 
courting, chemical sex may be one of the tools in his arsenal 
as he circles and tries to take control of her. However, sex 
probably isn’t the final goal. 

Even as White Wolf employed the plea pathetique, talk- 
ing about his health and financial vulnerability, Meg gained 
a new suitor who promised to give her a couple of pairs of 
used jeans in good shape. 

“Be still, my beating heart,” Meg said dryly as she re- 
counted to offer to Shana. (At last she had something to 
talk about that Shana might find interesting. ) 

“You should have let him take you shopping,” Shana 
replied. 

“Where? The dollar store? Anyway, I find him kind of 
creepy.” 

“Where did you meet him, anyway?” 

“He does flea market stuff. I think he’s looking for an 
Indian to run munitions across the border. I met him with 
some Dump Site friends. He thought I might be an Indian.” 
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“Ts he handsome?” 

“No. He has the kind of interesting face that might have 
attracted me on some level when I was younger ... and when 
he was younger.” 

“Well, how do you know he runs munitions?” 

“T looked him up on-line. He still doesn’t know that I 
know his last name. I found that on-line too, through his 
phone number.” 

“He runs munitions and he posts it on-line?” 

“No. The police posted it. It was the first thing up under 
his name on Google Search. I asked him where he got all the 
military stuff he sells. He just said there was an Italian guy 
in Montreal ...” 

“Ooooh! Mafia.” 

“Creepy. Wanna meet him?” 

“T have a boyfriend. What’s in it for me?” 

“Tf you're around tomorrow at 12 we’re having lunch at 
Geo’s. You could just happen to drop by.” 

Meg was inviting as many friends as would come and 
hoping that Shana’s curiosity would get the better of her. 

“Well, what does he look like?” 

It was working. 

“Expensive bonding on the front teeth .... wiry, gray, 
shoulder-length hair, held back in a pony tail ... huge, hooked 
nose ... a smile that forms a perfect half-moon, and he smiles 
too much,” said Meg. “He’s short but not as short as me ... 
in pretty good shape for a 69 year old.” 

“How do you know he’s sixty nine?” 

“That was also posted by the police. I think he’s had a 
face lift, though. He looks old in the way that people who 
have had a face lift look old. He keeps trying to get me to 
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go to his cottage.” 

“Well, I might drop by if ’m out that way anyway.” 

That was as close as Shana ever came to a done deal. 
Meg was satisfied. 

Shana continued with an anecdote about how her boyfriend 
didn’t mind if she cheated once and a while. Meg let her 
mind wander. 

Meg was meeting Elliot in a public place, to get some 
wood for the winter and odds and ends of cleaning prod- 
ucts that he said he needed to get rid of before heading 
for the States. They would have an inexpensive meal to- 
gether as well, which he insisted on paying for saying that 
he just wanted her friendship. Having friends along would 
show Elliot that Meg was not just some vulnerable, isolated 
old woman, but protection wasn’t her only reason for inviting 
them. Elliot talked too much. 

Elliot was a classic con man. He was not as subtle as 
Meg’s ex., who had spoiled her for every other con that came 
her way. Mostly Elliot proselytized, occasionally interjecting 
a flattering remark or a hint that he was a good catch who 
would save his victim from her difficult life. 

Meg had met him once or twice before. Always he left the 
meeting with a promise of more free stuff should they meet 
again, and a hint that they should at least kiss. The thought 
of kissing him was revolting to Meg, who was about 10 years 
younger and had always preferred men slightly younger than 
herself. 

Elliot was visibly taken aback during their last meeting 
when Meg told him she didn’t get the impression that he 
just wanted friendship. She added that all she wanted was 
friendship and this wouldn’t change, and that she didn’t feel 
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that she owed him anything if he gave her things. 

“T’m just doing this to make things better for you. What 
goes around comes around,” he had responded, obviously 
squirming. 

Meg described to Elliot the predicament of a neighbor 
who was paying her boyfriend $700 a month to live at his 
house and care for his children. When the woman left be- 
cause this man became abusive, he said, “You owe me.” 

Elliot squirmed again. Looking down and off to the side 
he mumbled, 

“Well, some guys are like that.” 

He quickly changed the subject, refocusing on how sensi- 
tive he was, what a good catch he would be, how he enjoyed 
just being in Meg’s company and expected nothing else, how 
he’d never met anyone like her before, and that he owned 
a cottage where there was a lot of wood she might be able 
to have for winter. Then he went on at length about some 
woman with a disabled child whom he had complimented for 
her perseverance in a hard life situation. 

“T need your street address so I can send you things,” he 
added. 

“You have my post office box,” Meg replied. “Nothing 
comes directly to my home ever, except what my boarders 
bring back with them from shopping trips.” 

“You have boarders?” 

“T rent to a young couple. He works for the OPP and 
she’s an ambulance attendant. One or the other is pretty 
much there all the time,” Meg lied as she reached for a glass 
of water. Looking up she continued, 

“... but you won’t get mail to me at my address. Only 
my P.O. Box works and you already have that on my card.” 
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The last part was true, which was good because Meg was 
a bad liar. A con man would spot that right away. “Elliot 
scrutinized her for a moment and then relaxed. 

“Tt’s Christmas and Thanksgiving when I’m most lonely,” 
he pressed on, as though that was related in some way. “I 
just wish I had somewhere to go, or someone to take up to 
my cottage.” 

“T hope you find someone nice to spend that kind of time 
with, Elliot,” said Meg, obviously bored. Meg seldom wore 
a watch but this time she’d made a point of remembering 
one. In an exaggerated gesture she’d raised her wrist above 
the table. 

“Will you look at the time!” 

Shana’s voice shocked her back to the present. 

“What time is it?” 

Meg realized that she must have said that out loud. 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” she responded. “Did I tell you about 
White Wolf?” 

“No.” 

“T like that one but he needs a mother. I told him that 
I can’t help him except to facilitate his own efforts to help 
himself without economic inconvenience or undue stress to 
myself.” 

“Yeah. I’m sure he related well to that.” 

“He still connects sometimes to tell me how hard it is for 
him.” 

“So why don’t you get laid?” 

“T think not having a man to some degree gives me the 
illusion of being in control of my life. The only other way 
for me would be to have a bunch of different men to dilute 
each other’s influence, but then I’d have to feel attracted to 
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them. At my age it’s not easy.” 

“Well, get laid by White Wolf and see who else comes 
along.” 

“T just found out that White Wolf used to beat his wife.” 

“That sucks. You should at least let Elliot buy you some 
clothes.” 

“Not interested.” 

“You should take a dick job.” 

“T think that scares me more than anything else. I’d 
rather live in poverty than as a slave. There is freedom in 
acceptance. It still doesn’t mean that you have to fit the 
system or take your place in some low level rung supporting 
a financial or political hierarchy.” 

Meg couldn’t believe she was saying this to Shana. Usu- 
ally she would set the phone down until Shana had finished 
spouting corporate propaganda, and here she was, respond- 
ing to criticism for not taking a “dick job”. 

Shana pressed on. 

“Well, you always end up leading things. You are a 
leader. All my friends are leaders.” 

No they weren’t. Anyway Meg had already self identified 
as more of a maverick who sometimes had a following, than 
as a leader. 

“T have no interest in managing a department in some 
retail outlet,” she responded. 

“Well sometimes you have to take a dick job for a while 
to get ahead. I did once. If I had worked hard enough I 
could be rich by now. I just didn’t work hard enough.” 

“My delivery job is a dick job. Anyway you can’t wish 
wealth, happiness and freedom into existence.” 

“White Wolf is a loser. You should get laid by him once 
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or twice and make Elliot buy you stuff.” 

“White Wolf needs things I cannot give and he might 
hurt me physically. Elliot is a con man and I just don’t have 
the energy or desire to play his game. Our meeting tomorrow 
will be our last, so if you want to meet him, come.” 

- Shana didn’t come. 

- Laila didn’t come to the luncheon either. She just 
mused, 

“Tt’s too bad he’s a criminal. You could have had dinner 
with him from time to time.” 

Elliot brought pictures to the dinner, of himself at his 
cottage. A shirtless old man who looked pretty good for his 
age stood on the rocks of a Northern lake; his elegant cottage 
sprawled behind him. Bonded teeth gleamed in the sunlight 
from a mouth that Meg had never seen without a smile. As 
Meg replaced the pictures into their folder Elliot continued 
his monologue. 

“T have an offer for you. You could work for me at flea 
markets. I would pay you.” 

“T can get any number of low-paid, part time jobs. No 
thank you,” Meg responded firmly. Then she decided to end 
the dance. 

“T get the impression that you are interested in expanding 
our “friendship”. You need to know that I’m not. This isn’t 
going to change. In fairness to you ... don’t waste your time.” 

She was sure that would work but Elliot didn’t seem to 
hear her. 

“Sometimes your life changes or you change your mind. 
You never know what will happen,” he responded. “I'll call 
you sometimes just to hear your voice. I love the sound of 
your voice.” 
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Elliot was really starting to annoy her. 

“Don’t. I really don’t have time for this. I’m not inter- 
ested.” 

“Well, Pll just keep in touch and you never know how 
things might change. A woman like you ...” 

Before leaving him once and for all, Meg refused his gen- 
erous offer to take her shopping at the Salvation Army. 

No connection was possible with someone like Elliot. He 
threw out words as though casting a fishing line. Embedded 
in his monologue were clear hints of his real intentions, which 
he would deny if you tried to address them. Even politeness 
was taken as encouragement. Meg knew she hadn’t seen the 
last of Elliot. 

After a recent near - encounter with her ex she wasn’t 
feeling safe at home anymore either. At least she didn’t have 
to live with his constant criticism about everything from her 
housekeeping to her looks. There had been nothing to com- 
plain about then. The house had been neater when he was 
there, despite his sloppiness, and those were Meg’s beauty 
days. 

She thought again about Mrs. Mandell’s house, that 
monument to perfection that no one ever visited, and won- 
dered if the old woman had ever had to put up with physical 
or emotional abuse. At least “emotional” would almost have 
been guaranteed in those days. 

Yeah - Women need men for protection .... from men. 
Who is going to protect you from the one you have to live 
with? 


129 


CHAPTER 20. ELLIOT 





130 


Chapter 21 


Return of the Ex- Man 


Forgiveness wears thin when you have to do it over and over 
for the same offense. 

Meg hadn’t seen her ex since he first moved to the tropics 
over 10 years ago. It was always another person who told her 
that he had made an appearance at some volunteer confer- 
ence he shouldn’t have even known she was attending. Since 
there wasn’t much he could do to her anymore she usually 
dismissed reports of his shadowy presence, but it brought up 
feelings that she didn’t like. 

Even the occasional emissary he sent was usually easy 
to spot. Often they didn’t even know they were emissaries. 
They were just ordinary people whom he encouraged to be- 
friend Meg. He would later pump them for information. Meg 
was always careful around people her ex might know, though 
she didn’t fear him anymore. 

A man who had always enjoyed her suffering had “won”, 
whatever that meant. Why wouldn’t he just let go? 

The answer came one afternoon in the form of an affi- 
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davit. The jerk was claiming expenses for some long ago 
attempt to make him catch up on his child support. Already 
there were other cases like that before the courts. Some men 
had won in the lower courts, disabling women who were oth- 
erwise doing well. Many of those battles were not over. But 
all Meg had was her little house. Perhaps she should have 
been more forthright with his spies. 

Meg couldn’t afford a lawyer. She planned to represent 
herself when the day came, armed with all of the receipts for 
Joel’s education and every document from the beginning. It 
probably wouldn’t matter. Judges didn’t read their cases 
anyway. It was still all about who could afford the most 
ruthless lawyer and the lawyers didn’t care as long as they 
were paid. 

Meg set the papers down. It would be months before 
this case came to court. There would be time to prepare, for 
what it was worth. The worst that could happen if he won 
was that she would end up on welfare and living somewhere 
else. The most he could gain was her little house - which she 
would burn down if she had to. It really was all she had to 
lose. 

This man was annoying but Meg was haunted by an even 
more persistent shade, one that illuminated the darkest cor- 
ner of society’s collective mind. She didn’t want be reminded 
of what a well-trodden path she had chosen or of the dismal 
options discarded in its favor. She didn’t want to be an 
old woman hiding herself away from a world without hope. 
Despite her attempt to repress it, the frail figure of an old 
woman continued to imprint itself in her consciousness. 

“How did you die?” Meg whispered. 

Nobody seemed to pay much attention to the high suicide 
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rates among the elderly, women in particular. Statistics were 
irrelevant to most people unless they reflected the lives of 
the wealthy, in particular wealthy men. Then most of the 
interest lay mainly in speculation about what would happen 
to all that money, or a morbid fascination with the fact that 
you can’t take it with you. 

Meg didn’t know it, but she was fast-tracking to the very 
fate she wished to avoid. At this point she still had her 
health. She didn’t have to be dependent. Like many of 
the aging, that was the thread from which hung her will to 
live. She knew that if the thread broke no one would notice. 
Like an unofficial societal conspiracy the elderly poor would 
continue to be ignored. Those who removed themselves vol- 
untarily would not be noticed, except perhaps with mixed 
feelings of relief by a few close family members tired from 
years of caring. 

Sometimes the knowledge that she didn’t matter felt free- 
ing. The loneliness and anxiety she experienced at night of- 
ten gave way to the same excitement that had buoyed her in 
former times, as she left behind the judgmental atmosphere 
of school. If no one was looking and no one was dependent 
on her she could do what she wanted, as long as it didn’t 
involve money. There were always some kinds of materials 
with which to work in a creative way. The rest she could 
sometimes fill in in with her active imagination, unless it 
just wasn’t enough. 

At other times the short leash of poverty overcame her 
and she struggled with depression. There was no one to call 
and no recourse when the dark fog of depression crept in. 

Meg vaguely remembered snippets from a story read to 
her grade four class ... It was about a young boy who jumped 
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from a railway trestle to end his life. The story read that in 
the moment before he hit the track he “saw the Blue of the 
Aegean and ...” 

. and changed his mind too late. 

The story was intended to warn young people against 
suicide, a thought that had never crossed Meg’s young mind. 
She had thought about death at that point - a lot, and with 
a kind of fascination. In those days it felt more to her like 
a continuum, something that would happen eventually but 
not something one would ever wish for oneself. When Mrs. 
Mandell died, Meg’s mother told her that some old people 
welcome death when it came. Though inconceivable at the 
time, the idea was starting to make sense. 

“How DID you die?” she whispered again. 

In those days a family would have been even more likely 
to hide suicide than they would today. At her age and in 
that time few questions would have been asked. Did they 
even do an autopsy? 

Meg checked the Internet for evidence of the life of Mrs. 
Mandell but it was as if the old woman had never existed. 
A few possible male offspring had made pretty good lives for 
themselves in the city. It wasn’t a common name in the area. 

Then she remembered the whispers, the raised eyebrows, 
the conversations that stopped altogether when young Meg 
came in the room. 

“Well, she hadn’t been dead long when they got there.” 

“Tmagine just coming for a visit and finding her there.” 

“T heard that they tried to call a few times and kept 
getting a busy signal.” 

“Well, they never came to see her ...” 

Maybe she had just needed someone and couldn’t com- 
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plete the call. Maybe it wasn’t suicide, but you couldn’t 
blame her if it was. 

The phone rang. Meg let it ring this time. Why mess up 
a good depression? It stopped, and started again. 

“Hello Shana,” Meg sighed as she lifted the phone. 

“T just had a horrible thought! You might die before me! 
Uh - How did you know it was me?” 

This time Meg was grateful for the interruption. 

“You should hope I die first. ’m 20 years older than you 

and, you’re the only one who calls back when I don’t 
answer.” 

Shana pressed on. 

“Somebody bought my story for $6 but they didn’t leave 
any feedback. I like it because it’s all about me. It doesn’t 
compare me to anyone. It just says how great Iam. These 
guys have no loyalty.” 

It occurred to Meg that if Mrs. Mandell had a wild, 
young friend to annoy her she might have lived longer. 

“You write well. Let the kind of clientéle you are trying 
to please take responsibility for their own lack of taste,” Meg 
responded. 

Shana was rustling something in the background. 

“Let’s see how I did on my son’s essay. 70%! What kind 
of fucktard would give me 70% on a 10 year old’s essay’?! 
At least the comments are good: Creativity of ideas, well 
researched ...” she said. “What’s new with you?” 

“My ex is going to try to take my house from me in court.” 

“Ts that asshole still around? I thought he lived in Mexico 
or something.” 

“Evidently he’s using his sister’s address for the courts.” 

“Does Joel know?” 


135 


CHAPTER 21. RETURN OF THE EX- MAN 





“He doesn’t have to. He hasn’t seen his father in 15 years. 
This is not his problem.” 

“Yeah, but couldn’t he at least say in court that his father 
is an asshole or something?” 

“They haven’t spoken since the ex stopped bothering to 
contact Joel at all over 15 years ago.” 

“Yeah - but the fucktard’s been stalking YOU.” 

“Whatever turns him on.” 

“Remember when I scared a stalker away by being too 
demanding?” Shana chuckled. “So what were you doing 
when I called?” 

“Having a pity party, or more accurately an anger party.” 

“Oh. Did I tell you I got $6 for my story? You should 
see my house. It’s clean.” 

As Shana began to cycle through her story Meg gazed 
around her own house. 

Suddenly it hit her. Her asset was not yet frozen. She 
would have to move fast. 
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The Final Play 


A long trip to the other side of the world gives events lots of 
time to unfold. 

Even as the aircraft seemed to hang suspended in the 
gloom over a cloudless Pacific, an order to freeze funds ar- 
rived at the bank that once held Meg’s mortgage. 

A judge called out her name in traffic court before pro- 
nouncing her guilty in absentee. 

Eliot was just finding out that her phone line had been 
disconnected. 

An email from White Wolf, informing Meg that he really 
felt that they would both sleep better if they were sleeping 
in each other’s arms, sat idle in her in-box. 

Meg’s letter of resignation from the Board of Directors 
lay open on her Executive Director’s desk. 

Lila was just opening her email to read Meg’s fond farewell 
and unsuspecting Shana was picking up a letter that promised 
to stay in touch. 

The new owner of Meg’s old house was meeting her Ex’s 
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latest, perplexed emissary in the doorway, pleased with the 
deal he got on the house but quite innocent of the where- 
abouts of its previous owner. 

Meg had not yet seen her new home. It wasn’t even in 
her name. All she knew was that it adjoined the home of 
Lin Loo’s mother in Taiwan. 

At last the plane landed and the adventure could begin. 
Meg had left most of her belongings behind to keep things 
simple. Then there had not been time to acquire more than 
a passport. Until a proper visa could be arranged she would 
have to lapse into illegal immigrant status. 

While collecting her bags Meg looked nervously around 
for evidence that her departure might have been noticed, and 
then chuckled at her own thought. 

*Who flees their country to avoid a traffic ticket?’ 

It was then that she spotted Lin Loo towering over a tiny, 
middle-aged woman. The woman rushed to meet Meg, with 
Lin Loo in gleeful pursuit. 

“Tss lorn Engrish ... Mit-a-you,” she said with a vigorous 
nod. 

Meg smiled and warmly extended a hand. There had 
been no time to learn any Mandarin but she could pronounce 
the woman’s name, “Lin Li”. 

Lin Loo spoke next, gesturing for Meg to follow. 

“Ts Joel car.” 

The trip to Meg’s new quarters was long, but it didn’t 
seem that way. Endless lights streaked through darkness 
as warm winds and new smells reminded her that she was 
half a world away. Through a haze of culture shock she 
was learning that the woman with whom she would co-exists 
was well educated and compassionate, and valued her own 
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independence every bit as much as Meg did hers. 

She wondered how things would work out when Joel and 
Lin Loo were traveling, without the consistent presence of 
Joel to act as translator. 

Meg’s new quarters were small, clean and sparsely dec- 
orated. It wouldn’t take long for her to fill the space with 
home made decorations. 

Meg soon discovered that without winter’s ravages she 
really didn’t need much. She soon found some markets on the 
Internet for the crafts she liked to create, using a pseudonym 
and a website Joel made for her, but her part-time income 
teaching English as a second language was more than enough 
to survive on. 

The biggest challenge was to slow down and stop watch- 
ing her back. 

Joel and Lin Loo were frequent visitors, though they 
never seemed to remain long in one country. One day they 
broke the news that they didn’t intend to have any children. 
Lin Lee showed some disappointment but Meg had never 
indulged any expectations. 

Life was much more crowded in Taiwan and that took 
some getting used to, but at least the Internet was much 
faster and better there than in Canada. This allowed Meg 
to keep in touch with old friends like Shana and Lila - and 
to turn them off when she needed peace. 

The Government of Taiwan was more than happy to is- 
sue a visa to Meg, since it allowed her to remain and teach 
English, and Lin Li helped her to navigate the market. 

In fact, not speaking one another’s language turned out, 
in its way, to be helpful to both. Meg and Lin Li at first 
communicated through gentle gestures and smiles. They re- 
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spected one another’s space. They grew close long before 
they could discover significant differences in ideology, and 
by then it didn’t matter. 


Ghost Muted 


Somewhere in Taiwan, two elderly women walk arm in arm 
along a beach sprinkled with evening gold. Their muted laugh- 
ter ripples across the waves, lost in the indifferent infinite. 

In another pocket of reality an excited, young bride con- 
templates her future. A middle-aged woman struggles to rec- 
oncile her youthful sense of invincibility with the invisibility 
that will define her life as she ages. 

Across the continuum, most of humanity conspires to 
maintain a state of denial, refusing to acknowledge its own 
mortality. 

In the midst of it all Meg indulges her own dance, for 
now blissfully oblivious to the collective wail of the Ghost of 
Mrs. Mandell. 
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